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	1. Chapter 1: Raid

The caterwaul of furious sirens shrieking like banshees suddenly exploded city-wide, smothering skyscrapers and suburban neighborhoods alike in a wall of pure, piercing _noise_. The screams of ten thousand possessed cats could not compete with the cacophony shoving everyone frantically indoors; and indeed felines and canines and every living creature within a five mile radius rushed inside and sequestered themselves in corners, crumpled to the ground, and hid best they could from the unceasing aural blare. Families rushed from cars indoors and hid under desks or deep within basements, clamping their ears and peering nervously, very nervously, toward the source of the wailing.

For above the eruption of screaming sirens rose the booms of real explosions. The screams of not just an automated warning system, but the screams of real victims dying fiery deaths.

Only one civilian boy rushed _toward_ his bedroom window rather than running away and locking himself in a closet or bathroom. He threw himself upon the glass, peering outward toward the street from the seventh floor of his apartment, and stared intently – almost eagerly – out toward the darkened pre-dawn skyline. Eyes roved city streets to search for any sign of the action unfolding outside. The red burst of fire. The flash of a supervillain raining terror upon the city. Anything. Anything at all to involve him in a piece of the action.

He very quickly darted away from the window for just a moment, hands shaking uncontrollably, to fumblingly punch the television on in his room before charging back to stare outside. He almost tripped over a number of computer parts, textbooks, and half-completed personal projects in the process of returning to his sentry post. And as his eyes desperately scoured over stoplights and stopped cars and streetlamps and abandoned sidewalks, he listened closely to the voice of the news on in the background.

"…unexpected aerial attack on the corner of Hope Avenue and Twelfth Street…"

He darted his eyes to the north, squinting at urban lights. Twelfth Street was not so far northwest of here. Was that… movement… he spotted on top of that one apartment building?

"…reports of Dagger, Savage, Norbert the Nutjob, and up to a dozen other supervillains in the League of Outcasts."

A male voice – another newscaster to complement the steady mezzosoprano female voice who had earlier been speaking – took over, inquiring in a somehow informative manner, "Any signs of Alvin the Treacherous?"

"None."

_Still enough supervillains for me to see some action,_ he thought. The teen vigilantly stared into the street, heart pounding somewhat nervously, somewhat excitedly, in blood-rushing anticipation. He could feel his entire body jitter, arms quivering, knees shaking and knocking one against each other involuntarily.

"Berk's leading superheroes are on their way to combat…"

And then he saw it.

He nearly threw himself into the window pane from the sheer exuberant excitement.

A flash of light. Quick bursts of color and movement in the near-distance. Just enough green and yellow darting across the rooftops to identify some Outcast supervillain. And just a moment after he noticed the rogue charging on top the skyline, an enormous global burst of fire mushroomed out of an upper apartment window.

Then that supervillain collided into a statuesque figure.

Even from his distance peering in the darkness, leaning eagerly against his bedroom window, the boy could see enough of the action to know what happened.

The city's superheroes had arrived to save the day.

The imposing block who halted the suddenly-started Outcast idly wiped a puff of flame from his left armored shoulder pad and leaned in menacingly, preparing to hurl his foe from the rooftop with the superstrength he possessed.

"Chief of Security and famed superhero Skullcrusher takes on Mogadon in a clearly one-sided battle…"

Ten more suddenly jumped him. Shadows sparring on the roofs of Berk. Punches, rock-like fists, an old-fashioned brawl as the impossibly strong, impossibly large, hulking figure beat back every futile attack his opponents attempted. A sudden shock of lighting burst forth, ripping through the skies, sending the Berk hero desperately diving away, somersaulting, turning around again, socking a jaw, dodging a launch of fire and a roundhouse kick from two simultaneous assaulters. Light and dark and light and dark the world pulsed as superability matched superability, fire and lightning and superstrength and some strange form of amplified flexibility.

From the background, more words. Male voice. "…flying in from above, more members of the league and their sidekicks…"

The teen could spy the back-up sweeping in now on helicopters above and vehicles below, rushing in on motorcycles or running deftly on foot flipping over obstacles, each in accordance to their unique superhuman abilities.

"…Nightmare…" a sidekick shooting the world into flames almost moreso than his arson-intended Outcast targets…

"The twins, double-teaming to take down…"

These two sidekicks the young observer could not see from his limited perspective, though he certainly had watched them work before with enormous envy…

"Mindlock, the human computer…"

A geeky, sedentary, yet still enormously impressive superhero assistant, whose mind retained vast quantities of information, situated on the ground away from the action relaying relevant information through earbuds to other members of the team…

"…and the young weather-controlling heroess…"

The teen, whose face had been pressed obsessively against the window panel to the point of squashing his cheeks into a pan face, suddenly screeched in shock as an unexpected angry pinch pulled his ear roughly backward. The explosions, the superheroes, the sidekicks, the urban Berkian landscape – all of it disappeared as he was rearward pulled – and with that visual loss, came the simultaneous loss of entertainment. He cartwheeled away from the window – this time _did_ trip on one of the objects on his floor – and crashed into the great, bulky belly of the man responsible for yanking his pinna.

A somewhat-gruff tenor voice exclaimed, "Hiccup! What are you doing? Are you _asking_ to be carried off and kidnapped by one of the Outcasts?"

"Who, me?" the teen inquired, pulling himself away from the other man in the room and attempting not to glare too obviously up at him. The grubby, blonde-bearded man received a sarcastic quip instead. "Naw, they couldn't carry me off. They wouldn't know what to do with all this… superpowerful…"

The man before him raised a pair of skeptical hamster-thick eyebrows to the top of his bald head. He opened his mouth to a set of horrifically uneven teeth to remark, "You know, you might as well just admit by now…"

"Oh, come on, Gobber! I need to get out there. All those superheroes and sidekicks are doing something so much _cooler_ than what I'm doing! I need to go out and make my mark." He gestured frantically toward the television screen, now showing a live footage image of a squat tangle-haired girl about his age scaling straight down the side of a building.

But Gobber prodded him with one sausage finger right in the gut. "Hiccup. No. You've _made_ your mark, all in the wrong places."

Hiccup deflated, glancing downward uncomfortably. His mind immediately recalled an incident from last month, one which certain made a rather literal and very… permanent… mark on the side of the side of city hall. One which construction teams were still repairing. And would be for a rather long while.

_At least I managed to avoid similar damage to the library…_

"Maybe if I had some training," Hiccup grumbled, "like every other teen my age connected to the league of heroes, then I wouldn't be making marks like that."

"Hiccup, you know _exactly_ why they're in training and you're not."

This time, he did not hide the glare he gave Gobber. In fact, he sought to make it as angry and potent as possible. He gestured around his bedroom, which, though only cast in the light of the television screen, still very noticeably boasted an incredibly collection of advanced technological gear, metal panels stacked on shelves and spilling out onto the floor; a soldering iron, discarded motherboards, and drafts for cloaking devices and microbots scattered across the surface of a cluttered desk; and even the closet bursting forth in spare parts and old experiments. "I have _more_ than enough talent in other areas to be accepted into the junior league. There's no reason to hold me back from fighting criminals and upholding justice and…" he started fumbling with his hands, gesturing excitedly in some vague gesture that made him appear like a cat clawing at a scratching post.

"Your father's choice is your father's choice, and it's final." Gobber began to turn away.

But Hiccup was not yet done with his line of argumentation. The scrawny boy raised his voice to point out, increasingly frustrated, "He made that choice without listening to me. And he _never _listens –"

"– runs in the family –"

"– and when he does, it's with this disappointed scowl on his face. Like – like –"

Gobber butted into the conversation a second time. "Look, the point is, stop trying so hard to be something you're not. You'll never be a superhero and you're father's right in that. You know it, too."

Hiccup sighed. The soft noise was masked by the sudden rocking of an explosion coming down several streets down. "I just want to be one of you guys." He turned away and walked right toward the window again, this time not pressing his face against the glass, but crossing his arms and resting both of his elbows on the ledge. This time Gobber did not yank him away. He cocked his head, listening to something not itself in Hiccup's room.

"Look, I uh, just got a call in my earbud from your father to come in for back-up. So. I'll be going. And you… stay… put."

Hiccup glared back as Gobber left the room, pursing his lips irritably. And with determined resolve, he marched up to the shelves in the corner of his room, snatched up a rather impressive looking self-made firearm, and pulled out from his closet a pair of boots with jets attached on the bottom. It was not a minute after Gobber left that Hiccup himself departed the room – though he through the window rather than the door. He cranked the glass open, ran to the far end of the room, and with a determined charge _launched_ himself toward the opening, diving forward, and plunging head-first out the seventh story.

He clapped his feet together, the jets puttered, and Hiccup aimed his heels to launch him toward the fray.

Sudden burst of energy. The world converted into an enormous stream of darkness and parallel lines all directed toward him. His entire body jittered at the propelling speed. Lights streaked forward, and he had to concentrate to understand his visual stream.

_Streetlamp!_

He leaned backward against the propelled momentum of his boots, cracked his stomach straight into the arch of the streetlamp, and began spiraling forward, forward, forward, spinning around uncontrollably in aerial somersaults.

He screamed. Something – _something_ – large and flat spun toward him at a rapid rate. The side of a building, the sidewalk – he could not tell – could not distinguish up or down or north or south or anything at all – only that he would collide.

_Must… gain… control!_

He tried to pull back and kick with his feet in the direction of his collision.

Hiccup stopped.

The world rightened itself. Sort of. His feet hovered over the side of a skyscraper near a window, and he stared downward toward the darkened alleyway below, hovering over the earth perhaps by fifteen feet. He was angled ninety-degrees away the direction gravity would expect him to stand. Circular trashcan lids stared up at him judgingly along with one rather stunned feral cat which for some reason had not fled to shelter during the warning sirens' ring.

_That was… close._

Hiccup could hear himself panting, feel his entire torso shudder with every frantic inhale. _Note to self: recalibrate thrusters later._

And then his boots spluttered and died.

He screamed as he hurled downward again, this time with no way to prevent a collision. The cat yowled, the trashcans smashed against him, and he tumbled into them and bounced off and smacked his body into the alley's cold pavement, head spinning and dazed. Some foul odor emanated over him, and he belated realized that, during his fall, he had knocked over one of the garbage cans and splattered… _something_... it was rotten and sticky… all over his hoodie. But he was more concerned about the pain in his hip. His side had taken the crux of the fall, and he cold feel it keenly. Hiccup groaned. _That'll be a colorful bruise. Always wanted to be a human rainbow._ Hiccup rolled from his side, lay flat-back against the concrete, and stared upward into the sky in the direction he had just fallen.

A shadow swept over his eye.

A face leaned in. Cloaked in darkness but for two goggled, shining eyes.

_Outcast._

Hiccup screeched.

Enormous blade – was that part of the man's _arm_ – flying down. Roll to the side, flinch, hear the crunch of metal against pavement. Glance up. Glowing eyes. Blade. Dodge again, slam against a surface, curl into a ball against the brick wall with which he had collided. Flinch, wait for pain.

Someone else's scream.

Suddenly the narrow alley channeled a torrent of air. Rushing rapids could not produce such force as the screaming, _solid_ tempest hurling between rows of buildings. Crack of light zigzagging through – lightning – immediate gunshot _boom_ of thunder – and a torpedoing form in the eye of the storm. With a screech she launched herself into the Outcast.

Hiccup stared, wide-eyed, as a woman not much taller than he took on this enormous menace. She screamed with the fury of a tornado – she _was_ a tornado – from her voice emitting howling winds and high-pitched screeches of propelling squalls and the impossibly deep groans of corkscrewing, two hundred mile an hour airstreams. Blue eyes boiled, a moonbeam glow shooting out her enraged, screaming face. Trash cans and rubbish and every last pebble flew toward the Outcast, battering him, bashing him, as she hovered there, directing the shots, cursing out unheard words, howling at the center of her tempest. Only Hiccup, still curled and flinching against the side of a building, remained in the alley; all else shot directly into the woman's opponent.

Who immediately fled, rushing away, intimidating no more.

Storm Fly settled to earth.

Winds ceased. Everything calmed. Hiccup, awed, gawked. He had seen more than enough footage of this young superhero-in-training, news reels and interviews and publicity footage – and indeed followed her quite religiously, placing a poster of her up in the room – yet it was all another thing to meet Storm Fly face-to-face. She was more stunning in person than even he had imagined. There she was, crackling blue eyes and thick, long blonde hair braided messily back, and a lithe, muscular body accentuated by the form-fitting clothing she wore.

Hiccup's mouth felt dry, and it took him a long time to realize he was smiling cheesily up at her. He tried to clamp that gape shut as soon as he realized it, hoping she did not notice.

Storm Fly walked toward him with a self-confident sway of her hips – quite noticeable in her tight superhero uniform – and leaned in toward him. But before he could stutter even the first "th" of "Thank you," she pulled back her arm, opened up her palm, and _slapped_ him – hard.

"What do you think you were doing? You could have been killed! Civilians inside!" Her voice no longer carried the amplitudes of howling storms, yet fury enough burst out of her adolescent voice. She grabbed the baggy folds of his hoodie and lifted him slightly off the ground. Storm Fly started to shake him. He began feeling dizzy, almost more dizzy than when he had spiraled through the skies a moment before. "It's hard enough fighting to save this city from _smart_ citizens without having to deal with idiots like you!" She glared at the ray gun tucked to Hiccup's side and scrutinized his boots. "Idiots like you without superpowers who try to save Berk but just end up getting in the way and making everything worse."

While first Hiccup had been speechless for her impressive presence, now he could not utter a word out of the sheer embarrassment of her chastisement.

She might never have met him before, but every stinging word was completely true.

Storm Fly dropped him, turned away, disgusted, and marched down the street in a pair of sleek boots. "Next time, stay inside. Save us the trouble."

Hiccup did not move for a long time. He thumped his head back against the wall and sat there, waiting for his pounding heart to calm. That never fully happened, but at least the throbbing slowed. Somewhat. Hiccup clenched his teeth together, angry with himself and his failures, and lashed out against himself with just as much fury as Storm Fly just had. Perhaps even more, for this was just one of many failures he had experienced in the past year.

_You incompetent idiot! Can't you do something right at least once?_

He listened to the sounds of fighting die down across the street, guessing the superheroes had successfully suppressed the Outcast attack.

_Why can't I save someone? Why can't I be like my dad, 'Berk's greatest hero'? Shouldn't I have gotten his superstrength? Or Mom's weredragon genes? Or any stupid superpower at all?_

In a world full of superheroes, in a world full of extra-human abilities, it hurt more than anything to be "normal". To lack any ability at all.

Hiccup punched the concrete beneath his hand before standing up, brushing himself off, and limping back home, hurrying to return to the apartment before his father could even suspect he had tried – and failed – _yet_ _again_ – to be something special.


	2. Chapter 2: Initiation

As chances would have it, his father arrived home before Hiccup did.

The teen could tell simply from glancing upward to the seventh story of his apartment building and spotting the glow of electric lights. The window leaking out a fluorescent glow belonged to his father's office, and Hiccup well-knew it had been shut off not too long ago, before he had catapulted himself out the window and foolishly attempted to save the day. For it did feel extraordinary foolish now, hiking home with clunking boots and the still-lingering scent of trashcan refuse staining his hoodie. And next he would have to trudge indoors and admit this blockbrained adventure to his father.

Oh, he would not be pleased at all. Not in the least.

Hiccup could imagine his dad's scowl already.

And, so greatly dreading the inevitable displeasure of his father's countenance, Hiccup upon entering the apartment complex quite intentionally chose not to take the elevator, but climb up the stairwell and prolong that confrontation. It would give him a chance to think, anyhow, about what he could say. Not to mention avoid anyone else in the building who might use the lift; the stairs, far quieter, were a surer path to Hiccup avoiding any unwanted eyes staring at his oversized boots and curious firearm strapped to his side.

So he trudged miserably step over step by himself. Methodically his feet thumped up the staircase, leaving his mind to plan precisely how he would spin the tale of his meeting with Storm Fly. In the best of luck, his father had not heard a word of suspicious speech from Storm Fly, had clomped straight into his office without realizing his son's absence, and would not hear the door open when Hiccup attempted to sneak inside. For this case, Hiccup would not need to even mention the incident, let alone defend his involvement in it. Yet a host of harrowing hypotheticals seemed far more likely to occur, and thus Hiccup began formulating his excuse.

His account could not be _too_ radically different from the full truth in case the adept female superhero-in-training had reported the incident to Hiccup's father. For maybe she had. And even if she passed on only incredibly vague details about a boy in ridiculous rocket bots running out to fight Outcasts, then his father would indubitably, immediately deduce that that report described his son. He would not even have to ask.

Second story. Hiccup continued trudging upward.

His mind fumbled with numerous ideas, juggling alternate formulations, discarding faulty farces with increasing frequency, so that as he ascended the apartment levels – third story, fourth story – more and more ideas he generated he now threw out as inadequate. And though he desperately sought to conjure some new, strong idea, by the time he was halfway up to the fifth story, he had already reluctantly acceded nothing he spoke would suffice; and by the time he reached the sixth, he had begun steeling himself mentally and physically for a wholly uncomfortable conversation. Then far, far too quickly, he reached the seventh level, stepped down the calm, clean hallway to his family's apartment door, and reached, cringing, for the doorknob. He typed out the passcode to the apartment, 0229, and gently, overly gently, pushed the door inward. He heard a quiet click as it unlocked.

Hiccup opened the door only as much as needed to slip his skinny frame through the gap, nearly caught his foot in the ajar door doing so, and crept hurriedly toward the back of the apartment where his safe have room awaited him. For with a quick, wide-eyed glance to the right, Hiccup noted his father had indeed retreated to the office, and that if he stepped carefully, his parent might never learn this evening's incident occurred.

It was incredibly difficult and borderline hazardous to try to tiptoe in his clunky books. To avoid crashing on his face, he had to settle for a measured, hurried roll-step instead, which caused the wood paneled floor to creak horribly at some points, but at least sounded quieter than a thumping regular step. It turned out to be quiet enough, too; not a rustle came from the light-lit office as Hiccup passed. And then he was down to the end of the hallway, could open and close his door, and heave out an enormous sigh of relief.

He was never this lucky.

Never.

_Well, I can be thankful for this well-timed exception._ Shuffling to his bed to sit down – his desk chair currently housed an overgrown family of school binders and textbooks – Hiccup leaned down to pull off his boots.

As soon as he tugged off the left one, he could diagnose precisely why the jets had failed. An enormous fracture grew from the sole of his boot, breaking the nozzle completely in half, and zigzagging upward along the ankle. Though his memories could verify none of it, Hiccup postulated that when he had smacked his stomach against the streetlamp bar, his foot had collided as well.

_Or maybe when I fell on those trashcans…_ He certainly had hit the ground hard enough at that point, too, to explain the broken boot. With a purse-lipped grimace, Hiccup threw the boot into the corner of the room, recognizing, _I'll have to start almost completely from scratch to fix that damage._

_ I guess it never worked that well anyway. At least it's just a boot and not my actual foot… can always be repaired and replaced._

He had the time now to fix it, being as there was no point falling asleep again this late into the night. However, he hardly felt in the mood. Hiccup dumped his school supplies from the chair on the floor, shoved aside papers covered in equations, and before he could glace at even a simple _F = mv__e__ + (p__e__ – p__o__)A__e_, he pulled out a sheet of clean paper and began to doodle. Not even good doodling – mere frustrated scribblings. Little form, little technique, and definitely no recognizable objects – mostly just jagged geometric shapes. He simply needed to vent his emotions somehow, and this poor paper and the pencil's hard-pressed graphite took the toll.

In the middle of drawing a particularly vicious, jagged line along the left edge of the page, Hiccup heard from behind him the main apartment door once more open and shut, this time loudly and with no careful shutting of the door – indeed rather slamming it, probably waking neighbors. Heavy, lumbering footsteps followed. The distinct gait alone identified this visitor; one foot shuffled more softly, the other clunking unapologetically loudly against the wood floor. And Hiccup only knew one man with a robotic limb: Gobber, his father's sidekick. Someone who visited the home so regularly he might as well have moved officially in with father and son.

_My father almost treats him more as family than he does me._ The next line on the page was remarkably jabbed.

Granted, Gobber's company could be rather appreciable when he was not busy yanking Hiccup away from windows and attempting to dissuade him from his superhero pursuits.

"Stoick?" the sidekick's distinct voice called out. When he heard no response, he unabashedly repeated even louder this time, "Stoick?!"

"In the office, Gobber!" an irritated response cut out from the south side of the house.

"Of course. You're always in there."

"I'm trying to work."

"At four thirty in the morning?" Gobber's voice suddenly became muffed, indicting he had moved into the office and shut the door behind him. But Hiccup could still hear both of them anyway, and found his ear turned in the direct of the office while he drew.

"The reports need to be filled out before the morning's meeting with the senior league members and city officials. You know that."

"You need to break sometime, though. I'd recommend a bit of shut-eye."

"You're up."

"I suppose so. Listen, Stoick, since we're both still awake… I think maybe I need to bring something up about Hiccup."

Fiddling pencil immediately halted. Idle listening changed to straining, attentive ears.

_He didn't see me jump out the window or anything, did he?_ All at once, he realized that window _still_ was open. Half-hurling over his desk, Hiccup reached out to shut the panel and remove at least some of the evidence from his late night escapade. Throwing off his reeking hoodie would probably help, too. It ended in a pile of dirty laundry at the foot of his closet. Then, those tasks done, he leaned his ear toward Stoick's office and awaited his father's response.

It came slowly. "What about him? He didn't try to go out and fight again tonight, did he?"

"Well… no. No, I don't think so. Just watched the action tonight."

Well, that relieved a portion of stress. That little comment from Gobber suggested neither adult knew about his actions. Yet this did not fully quell Hiccup's nervousness as he eavesdropped; in some ways, actually, it amplified worry. After all, this only heightened Hiccup's curiosity about what possibly Gobber would need to discuss about him. _Did I do something else wrong?_

Stoick, in response to Gobber, grunted, "That'd be a first. Good. Maybe he's finally starting to wrap around his that he shouldn't be outside during a superbattle."

"Actually…" Gobber's voice trailed off awkwardly. "I was thinking he _should_ be out there."

"What?" Stoick asked, expressing aloud the very same word of surprise popping in Hiccup's mind.

"As a junior league member. Put him in training with the others."

Hiccup stared, baffled and blind, at the papers on his desk. _He's vouching for me? After the conversation we had earlier?_

But Stoick said, "Gobber, _no_. Hiccup is many things, but a superhero is not one of them. He'd die before he even faced his first Outcast face-to-face. He wouldn't even stand up to the beginner's level simulations."

"You don't know that."

"I do know that, actually."

"No, you don't!"

"Listen, you know what he's like. From the time he could crawl I knew… he's just a regular boy. He doesn't have a single superpower. He can't even qualify for a sidekick as he is."

"I know you're disappointed that your son doesn't have any superpowers. But those aren't the only abilities out there someone can have. It's time you recognized that your son has plenty of gifts of his own."

"I never said he didn't."

"But you've never really given him the environment to grow his talents, either. Have you seen all the projects he has going on in his room? I've only shown him how to do half of that. Less than half. And all his ideas are his own. He might not be able to throw a bus or run faster than the speed of sound, but maybe he doesn't need any of that to be a hero. If he uses what he makes in place of superpowers, he…"

"No. Even if he could get half of his 'projects' to work, that doesn't change anything about the fact he's tiny, or – or completely incapable in a fight, or has the attention span of a sparrow. A hero's just not who he is, Gobber. He's… he's like a boy who wants to be a doctor but gets queasy at the sight of blood."

_Well, thanks for the vote of confidence, Dad._

Gobber appeared not dissuaded by Stoick's quick rejection. "But Hiccup won't know that being a superhero might or might not work for him. He has to have his own experience to understand. And he might surprise you yet. Give him the chance, Stoick. You can't protect him forever. You can only prepare him."

Hiccup, not even daring to breathe, waited for his father to yet again reject Gobber's suggestion.

Nothing.

Neither affirmative or negative. If his father responded in any way at all, it must have been gesturally, just a nod or a shake of his head, and Hiccup could only imagine which one it was. He could not even infer anything from Gobber's follow-up, for he remained silent, too; but for a soft click of the opening office door, Hiccup heard nothing.

Nothing until the morning with the blaring of his alarm clock.

* * *

><p>His Literature and Composition course could not pass quickly enough. He slumped in his chair, contemplating whether or not he could sneak a short nap at the back of the classroom while his teacher, Mr. Yobbish, yammered endlessly on and on regarding the thematic development of revenge within "Hamlet." The rest of the class dutifully flipped along in their texts with the lecture, though more than a few gaping yawns passed like an increasingly competitive sport around the room. No one, of course, had slept well, what with last night's Outcast raid. Everyone – not just Hiccup – had reason to nod off in class. He just seemed to be suffering the worst.<p>

Nothing new there.

"And if you flip to Act III Scene iv and go down to line 173, read with me, 'heaven hath pleased it so, / To punish me with this, and this with me, / That I must be their scourge and minister'. If you notice, the appeal to heaven suggests that Hamlet considers his revenge 'right' in a sense, but if you continue onto the next line…"

Only one good event had come out of the morning when Hiccup woke: his father had already left the house for work. There consequently had passed no awkward conversations of any sort – not about Storm Fly saving some stupid boy on the streets, not about the conversation which transpired between him and Gobber last night. The morning passed fully uneventfully.

And so had continued the rest of the school day. Not as though courses ever really intrigued Hiccup, but today he struggled to even _feign_ attention. Not even other students' conversations during off period on Mindlock and Push and Pull and Storm Fly could engage him, when usually chatter – especially on that last superpowered sidekick's name – piqued his undivided interest. Now, though, superhero small talk amplified his misery and reminded his of his past – and presently lingering – abashment.

"Perhaps this is part of the reason why he becomes so upset upon encountering Yorick's skull being treated irreverently in the first scene of Act Five. The severity of death and what killing means…"

Even his best friend noticed Hiccup's unsettlement earlier today, pushing thick rounded glasses up a heavily pimpled nose bridge, and worriedly stuttering, "D-d-d-did something happen last night?"

"Don't want to talk about it."

"Did you set anything on f-f-fire again?"

"We're not talking about it."

"You _did_, didn't you?"

"What about 'not talking about it' do you fail to understand?"

For now, seated in English, listlessly listening to Yobbish rattle about Shakespeare, Hiccup felt a horrid, horrid weight in his gut. Embarrassment. Shame. He had not wanted to speak to his friend the incident… nor even acknowledge to himself what had occurred.

Contrary to typical, he did not want to hear Storm Fly's name at all now or anything in connection to superheroes and sidekicks.

_She's right. I'm a civilian. Someone without any superpowers. I deserve to be indoors._

"Now flip to Scene Two. Can someone tell me about Hamlet's words when he says, 'Then venom, to thy work'?"

_Stuck inside places like this._

Mistakes, he had made before. Many times. Many worse that this last one. He'd felt the shame of his father rescuing him several times, too. Never before had such failings deterred him. Yet hearing criticisms from Storm Fly hit something hard in him, brought out his personal incapabilities in their full horrendous visage, and descended upon him a decision that maybe he wished not be a superhero after all.

Perhaps Gobber had tried vouching for Hiccup last night. But his dad was right. Hiccup could never succeed in this vein.

It was time to give up his dream.

Accept reality.

Do something else with his life.

Anything. Anything at all. He did not know what exactly… just _something._ Even if it were digging holes in the middle of some distant desert, that life would instigate more good ends than gallanting around pretending to fight those non-existent criminals against whom he could hold his own.

Above his head, the school bell rang, cutting into Yobbish's voice. He transitioned immediately from a remark about Claudius into a quick farewell, ending, "No homework tonight".

Class dismissed. The final course of the day, over.

_Finally. _Hiccup dragged himself out of his chair, picked up his copy of "Hamlet" with his left hand, and shuffled straight to his locker with no shortage of yawning. A similar dazed trudge took him subsequently outdoors to the parent pick-up drive-up loop, bleary eyes searching out Gobber's car.

He found his father's instead. Surprised – typically his dad's sidekick chauffeured him to and from high school, as indeed he had this morning – Hiccup stepped very cautious up to the car's massive emerald green door and peeked inside to gauge the emotion on his father's countenance before slipping his backpack and himself into the vehicle.

His father's strength might have been a rather standard superpower, but Stoick "Skullcrusher" Haddock was no standard man. A thick, seven foot tall wide-shouldered giant with a beard the size of a small dog, Hiccup's incredible father looked more as though he should enter a Viking legend than a contemporary apartment. Arms thicker than Hiccup's entire torso hung down on either side of such a beefy body it would make a cow abashed. _At least,_ Hiccup thought drily to himself, squeaking into the seat of the car beside of his heroic father, _he's not wearing any of his armor, which makes him look even _bigger. When he wore his full super suit, Stoick appeared as though he would crush far, far more than skulls with a single flick of his pinky finger. As it was, his bloated hands appeared to be suffocating the steering wheel beneath them.

"Hey Dad," Hiccup mumbled, wishing his voice did not sound so squeaky. Hiccup had been hoping to raise his voice to utter something simply intonationally casual. He tried again with his next sentence. A little better. "What're you doing here? You don't usually drive me home."

_Please don't be about Storm Fly. Please don't be about Storm Fly._

The vehicle lurched forward with the same sort of impatient power stretched along Stoick's biceps. Hiccup's father had never been a gentle driver. Face unnervingly even, Stoick answered, "Son, we're not going home."

* * *

><p>Hiccup's green eyes nearly popped out of his skull when his father parked the car.<p>

"We're not… we're not… Dad, I'm not _allowed_ in here."

"Yes, son, you are. Grab your backpack." Stoick's hand squeezed beneath the steering wheel to turn off the ignition, scrunched up his elbows to reach the handle on the door, and let himself and his heavy gut out of the car. Hiccup sat a moment longer before he even remembered to reach for his seatbelt, and then he threw himself out of the vehicle and rushed up to his father in such a hurry he nearly tripped on the parking lot blacktop. His backpack thunked heavily against his back as he trotted to keep up with his father's long strides.

"But Dad, this is only for superheroes!"

"And their sidekicks," Stoick said. Turning around to smile at his son, Berk's fabled Chief of Security announced, "Welcome to Berk Superhero Security Headquarters."

An expansive eight story building, wide, tall, and proud as a stadium, stretched upward to the skies. Multiple wings of the structure jutted outward, upper stories boasting wide panels of windows, lower stories more conservatively painted in a somehow impressive gray paint. Security men and women stood sentry at enormous double-doors – far larger than necessary, at least to regular humans. But Hiccup, glancing to his left as he followed his father out of the parking lot and toward that entrance, noticed a larger-than-normal woman stomping out, some heroine blessed with giantess size as her power.

"Wow," Hiccup murmured as they neared the doubled-doors. Stoick gave a casual nod-off to each of the guards standing there, murmuring, "Hello, Starkard. Hello, Mrs. Ack," before boldly yanking the handles and swaggering through the entrance. Hiccup tried to nod to the guards as well – decided he probably looked like an idiot after he did so – and abashedly scrambled after his father before the doors could shut on him.

And then he stopped straight in his tracks.

The inside of headquarters were even more impressive than the outside. For here, men and women of all talents, wearing the bright uniforms of Berk's vigilantes, bustled about on their official business. Hiccup almost backed into a man whose skin grew entirely in spikes like a porcupine, who in turn stepped up to a shapeshifter crossing four pairs of arms, who in turn was speaking to her friend who appeared to be occasionally sparking lighting. And as Hiccup's head roved around, more and more and more incredible superheroes passed through the hallways, ones with gills and dorsal fins, or pterodactyl-like skin flaps stretch to their forearms, or enormously large, block-like heads, or impossibly bulky muscles, or even one man who was so thin he literally could have been a sheet of paper.

"Son, don't get lost."

Blinking, Hiccup reattuned his gaze toward his father, and wordlessly followed the thick-bearded giant down a well-lit hallway.

"I – I – I can't believe it!" Hiccup stuttered as he caught up once more with Stoick. The superhero did not even glance downward as the teenager babbled. "I never thought you would do this. Take _me_ inside the superhero base? Give me the chance to meet these people up close with my own eyes? Oh my god! Dad, did you see that? We just passed Archwings and – and – and _Ultramage_ – and –"

His father raised one eyebrow at Hiccup, and the teenager silenced himself. For a moment.

"Dad…"

"Yes?"

"Are you really taking me here to, you know?" Hiccup did not dare say his thoughts aloud in case his assumptions were wrong. It would make him appear a fool if he had guessed incorrectly.

Stoick took a left, stared up at the wall, and then punched the door for an elevator. It opened immediately, allowing father and son to enter together. It was a small elevator, one barely large enough to accommodate the two of them – or rather, barely large enough to accommodate Stoick – for he appeared to be occupying ninety percent of the space in the room, while Hiccup had to squeeze himself up against the far corner to make room for his tiny frame. He watched his dad poke a button to take them to the fourth floor.

"I am taking you here to meet your peers. You will begin training with the Junior League starting tomorrow. This means I am pulling you from school and moving you here. The league's trainees all live here."

"I'm going to be _living_ with superheroes?" Hiccup gasped.

His father seemed to becoming irritated at his son's extraordinary exuberance. "Yes. With other boys and girls your age. Now come on." The elevator door opened. "It's time to meet them."

Hiccup felt immediately uncertain. Now that he was actually receiving his wish – his unlikely wish – to train as one of Berk's heroes, he suddenly felt afraid to step forward into the lobby where his father and future life awaited him. Hiccup had to force himself to crawl into the expansive lobby and step up to the thick-waisted and big-chested secretary who sat behind the room's single desk. A nametag on her chest titled her simply "Bertha".

_What if none of the other trainees accept me because I don't have any powers?_

"Yes, this is my son. Hiccup?"

Hiccup stepped timidly forward to meet the secretary eye-to-eye. She studied him dubiously from behind a pair of wide cheeks, harrumphing, "He doesn't look much like you, Skullcrusher."

"I – I've been told I take after my mother," Hiccup responded. He only had one photograph of his mother from back when he was an infant, but that had shown a woman with a much slenderer physique, if not exactly as scrawny as fifteen-year-old Hiccup so was.

"Do you." The secretary's droll intonation indicated she hardly cared. "Well then, Skullcrusher, your son has been officially inputted and registered into the system, just like you asked earlier today. He should be all set. He will come with me today and learn the layout, meet the other trainees, and find his new room. Tomorrow he can move all his belongings in, yes?"

"Yes, that is good." Stoick cleared his throat. "Well then, son." He placed an awkward hand on Hiccup's shoulder. It covered up the boy's entire arm to the elbow. "I will wait for you here."

"Thanks, Dad."

And Hiccup followed the secretary to his new life.


	3. Chapter 2: Initiation (continued)

With one last apprehensive glance back toward his father, Hiccup followed the secretary down the hallways and into his new school. Each step he took increased the thudding of his heart. This was it. The opportunity he never expected to have.

_What would the behind-the-scenes world of superhero sidekicks look like?_

The first few doorways they passed belonged to classrooms, and the first few classrooms into which Hiccup peeked appeared disappointingly normal, simple rectangular rooms lining rows of desks which all faced a large monitor screen upfront. They were admittedly tidier chambers than even the most pristinely kept classrooms in his high school – his old high school – yet overall they hardly boasted the expected uniqueness of a superhero base. There were even penciled messages scribbled on the desktops, as he would see in any school; he read one that said something like, "Grimytoe is a lizard… no really," before Bertha gestured for Hiccup to leave the room. He maintained a neutral expression for Bertha as he walked out, suppressing disappointment, and nodding politely as his tour guide disengagedly introduced him to E411, E413, and E415.

Then she opened E416. Hiccup gaped for the few seconds Bertha opened the door to a bizarre alchemical playground, mumbled, "The chemistry lab," and relocked the door. She had to cajole Hiccup to move onward, for he just stared at the door, blinking.

From then on out opening every door constituted an adventure.

"The east wing computer lab," Bertha mumbled, glancing apathetically into a hub of flashing hardware skyscrapers, "and the library," which could have hosted more books than the downtown city library Hiccup had accidentally burnt down a few months ago, "and the shop," appearing more like a monolithic industrial powerhouse than a room dedicated to students learning simple craftsmanship. "Wha –" Hiccup began when he noticed an enormous half-constructed robot standing between a number of welders and their machinery, but the factory door swung shut before he could even finish the first word of his question. Bertha snorted, leaving Hiccup wordless but wondering.

"The weight room." Dumbbells the size of an over-gorged elephant waited for superstrong teenagers to hoist them up with a pinkie finger. The secretary did not linger long in this room, glancing down at Hiccup's twiggy arms disapprovingly.

"The swimming pool."

"Is that – is that a _whale_ in the water?"

The secretary shot an indignant glance at the boy. "No!" she exclaimed, horrified and appalled. "That's one of our top students!"

A moment later, the balooga nonchalantly pulled herself out of the water and contracted into the form of a tall, husky young woman wearing a black one piece. Hiccup, embarrassed, hurried onward.

"The nurse's office." Stretchers and cardiac monitors and wheelchairs and anesthesia machines and splints and even a sign pointing toward an unseen MRI room swamped the pristine white room in an alarming amount of serious equipment. Hiccup, accustomed to a room with band aids and a pair of crutches, staggered back with a brief jolt to his heart. "How – how common – what type of injuries are you prepared to handle?"

"Don't worry," Bertha huffed. "You'll probably only be here once every other week for minor things like broken bones and second degree burns."

"Oh, that doesn't sound too bad." A dry sarcastic mumble.

Bertha did not comment. "Next we will go to the student lounge. Lots of kids will probably be in there now since classes are out."

With no little trepidation, Hiccup followed Bertha inside. _Please don't let Storm Fly be there please don't let Storm Fly be there please don't let Storm Fly be there…_

A small squadron of idle teens made the lounge true to its name: each and every one of the splayed themselves out over beanbag chairs and heavily cushioned armchairs and larger sofas. They spread themselves out, scattering to fill the room maximally with distal equilibrium, resulting in more teenagers lying supine across entire couches rather than sharing any of the furniture. The manner in which they reclined also was carefree. Some plopped their feet on other chair for footrests, or sat upon the arms of the chain rather than the cushion, or even, in the case of one skinny long-haired blond, lying on the chair upside-down with his body on the seat and his head hanging over the side.

No one appeared to be speaking; some stared into space, and the most rigorous activity in which anyone engaged was texting on a cellphone. At least one person might have been napping.

When Hiccup entered the room and disturbed the ecosystem, some did not even interact. The long-haired girl texting on the couch did not look up from her activity. Others, though, perked up with mild interest. As Hiccup neared them, he noticed many teens showed physical signs of exhaustion, probably explaining their lazy state, but the arrival of a newcomer nevertheless must have been novel enough to capture the majority of the room's attention.

Bertha stayed her distance, leaving Hiccup to interact with his peers alone.

Immediately his mouth dried. He realized he had nothing to say to them, these students who embodied that life he had always wanted. Where to begin? How much of a fool would he sound once he opened his mouth? Did he already look like an idiot, just standing there, dumb?

His dilemma of how to commence conversation was solved when a squat, round-faced little girl with bright, wide eyes and a tangled, tumbleweed-like mass of tangled blonde hair suddenly shouted out, "Well hellooooo!" She drew out the final vowel in her greeting in a rather peculiar but nonetheless welcoming manner.

"Hi," Hiccup said quietly and awkwardly, trying to force himself to interact with these superhumans. Sure, his father was a superhero. So was Gobber. But he had grown up with them. He had suffered under his father's poor expectations. But here. Here were peers his own age with whom he could get a fresh start. People he wanted desperately to be like. And to like him. And he had a shot of that so long as he did not screw up. Yet all he could find was the word "Hi" and no other words to return to the girl who hailed him.

She, however, shared none of his trepidations. The next words out her mouth shot out as a whirlwind. "Who are you? My name's Camicazi. What's your name? Are you a new student? Did you transfer from another school? Are you here to stay? Do you know what classes you're taking?"

"Uh," Hiccup began promisingly, but before he could reply to even one of her many questions, another teenager in the room spoke up.

"Whoa. I didn't even know someone else was here." This baffled comment came from the blond-haired boy lying upside-down on a chair. He stared at Hiccup in amazement.

"Duhhh. Of course you didn't. You don't notice anything." This response came from the texter lying on the couch. She still did not look up from her phone.

"Well, I doubt _you_ notice anything either."

"Well, at least _I'm_ not staring into space."

"Space is interesting. It's… empty."

"Sooooo interesting," the tumbleweed girl snorted, turning her attention back to Hiccup. "Don't mind the twins… Now come on. You're so slow answering me! Even if you _are_ a boy and I wouldn't expect anything else."

"Wow, because me being a boy _totally_ has to do with how fast I think," Hiccup remarked, sarcasm leaking through before he could think how this might adversely affect their first impression of him. "Anyway," he tried to lighten his voice. "I'm, uh, Hiccup." He tried to think of what other questions she had asked. "I am, yeah, I'm going to school here now. As far as classes… I mean I'm sure it's just the basic math and English and…"

"No, silly. Jeez. We don't take boring old classes like _that. _What school did you even _come_ from? Not another superhero school, then. You must be a complete newb."

_Gee, thanks. This is starting off _wonderfully.

He tried to find some way to answer her without making him sound like the newb she identified him as. Yet then he heard footsteps behind him. _More_ students? Whirling to glance behind him, Hiccup spotted two more youths walking toward the center of the lounge.

His heart sank to the floor. He wished he could melt into a puddle rather than confront either of the teens stepping toward him.

One of them was a squat young man with brown hair, thick, jagged eyebrows, and a cocky grin. He appeared to be flirting with his companion, a disinterested blonde who rolled her blue eyes rather frequently. "You should come by sometime in the gym to work out," the young man was saying hopefully. "You know, with me?"

Then he noticed Hiccup. The two of them stared at each other at the awkward meeting.

His cousin Snotlout just _had_ to enter the room right now. With Storm Fly, no less.

Just… perfect.

"What are _you_ doing here?" the boy asked abrasively, no welcome in his voice at all.

Hiccup flinched. _Please don't mention the library please don't mention the library please don't…_

"He's a new student!" Camicazi piped up enthusiastically. She did not seem to notice Snotlout's hostility at all, nor the subtle hints the two boys already knew each other. "His name is Hiccup."

"Well, it's nice to meet you, _Hiccup_," Snotlout taunted, pretending to meet his relative for the first time. He mockingly shoved out a ham-like hand for Hiccup to shake. "New sidekick, huh? What's your superpower?"

_Oh, that is _so_ not funny._

"Let me try to guess." Snotlout sized him up, all the while knowing his cousin had not a lick of superhuman abilities. "Skinny. Can't be superstrength. Maybe superspeed though? Are you a runner, maybe? Come on, let's hear it."

Hiccup tried to avoid Snotlout's eyes. That turned out to be a mistake, for he caught Storm Fly's gaze instead, who was staring at him with a baffled but also notably displeased frown. She clearly recognized him from the other night.

"Good idea, Snotlout! We should all share our superpowers," Camicazi said brightly. "And our code names." She then hunched down dramatically, and gesturing proudly at herself, declared, "I'm Burglar. I can scale walls and turn myself _invisible_."

"You can't either," the female twin said. She had finally set her phone down. In a half-bored alto voice, she pointed out, "I've _never _seen you turn invisible, and I've been at this school longer than you have."

"They're just jealous their superpower isn't as cool as _mine._"

"And what is their superpower?" Hiccup asked. In truth, he already knew, having studied the statistics of every superhero in Berk's defense force, yet he hoped the question would bring the students to think about themselves and forget to pester him about his own powers again.

"Well. My name's Tuff. Short for Tuffnut. I call myself Push. My stupid sister over there is Pull. Together we make two sides of a magnet. Like, I'm the north pole, she's the south. Something like that. It's _way_ cooler than walking up walls."

Camicazi smirked.

Another boy, who had thus far been silent, spoke up. He might have been trying to avoid the twins from breaking into a fight, for the way they were glaring at each other was hardly fond. "M'name's Speedifist. I go by Velocity. Name says it all. I can run 'round the entire city in ten seconds. _Under_ ten seconds."

"Impressive," Hiccup remarked. He actually was impressed; he had not known that about Velocity.

But Snotlout, very dismissively, countered, "Oh, I'm better than all of you." Then, trying to sound romantic, he turned to the girl beside him and said, "Except for you, Storm Flyyyy."

"Oh shut up," she groaned. "Look, we can give… Hiccup… all our introductions later. I assume he needs to see some other areas of the school first. Like the dorm rooms?" She glanced at Bertha and received a nod. "Not to mention it's about time we get to the cafeteria for supper if we want to get there before the food's all gone. So we'll see you tomorrow."

Hiccup knew a dismissal when he heard one. He saw the others reluctantly rise from their reclined positions – clearly they were not too tired for dinner – and trudge out toward another hallway. Yet even as the others walked away, Astrid leaned in toward Hiccup.

"I remember you. What is your deal being here?" she demanded.

"Look, my dad says I'm going here now. I'm a student. I go here." He swung his arms awkwardly and gave an accompanying fake smile.

She snorted. "I don't know if you belong here."

And then she stomped away after the rest of her classmates.

For so long Hiccup had wanted to be a superhero. For so long he had wanted to enter Berk Superhero Security Headquarters. For so long he had wanted to prove to his father that he _could_ be heroic, even though he was without any superpowers. Yet Storm Fly's quote stung.

She _was_ right.

He didn't belong here at all.


	4. Chapter 3: Sidekicked

And Hiccup had thought P.E. at _regular_ high schools was bad.

It was obvious, in hindsight, that superhero sidekick training would require vigorous lessons in physical fitness. It should have been radically obvious in foresight, too, yet Hiccup had been so concentrated on even being _noticed_ by his father and the city for potenial heroic abilities that he had completely mentally overlooked this ridiculously integral part of crime fighting life. A superhero, to be effective fighting Outcasts, needed to be able to overpower them. And that usually meant through some physical means.

Hence P.E. class for Berk's junior league members.

He felt divided over it, a strange combination of excited anticipation and dreaded nervousness. On one side, he felt giddily excited about the prospect of training to be a superhero sidekick. On the other side, he could totally image P.E. going wrong, and that imagination more than increased his heart rate and coated his hands in a clammy layer of sweat. _I don't exactly want to show everyone how weak I am in class and look like an idiot… but I'll do anything to be a superhero. I really will!_

It would all be worth it in the end. He told himself that over and over again in a fervent mantra. He had _wanted_ so long to be here. He _still_ wanted to be here. He just wanted to feel like he accurately _belonged_ here was the thing!

_It's only P.E. class,_ Hiccup told himself, glancing down at his recently-repaired thruster boots on his way to the school. _I've made it through P.E. growing up in the public schools. This can't be the worst thing ever, can it?_

Then he had found himself on the back of a motorcycle. Staring in horror at oncoming traffic. Trying not to fall off the seat. Also trying not to scream.

His instructor revved the engine down a tight and busy intersection, eight o'clock traffic rushing right past them in an uneven, blurry rainbow. Wind tore at Hiccup so hard he felt his freckles being ripped from his cheeks. Jaw rattled between the rush of momentum and the draconic rattle of a powerful engine churning beneath his seat. Trying to keep his eyes open, praying that his hair would not tear from his scalp from their speed of travel, but also trying to engage in lessons, Hiccup screeched out at the top of his lungs, _"HOW IS THIS P.E. CLASS AGAIN?!"_

Sharp turn left. His last word got cut off in a yelp.

Deafening, thundering motorcycle.

His teacher nevertheless somehow still heard him, and barking back in a gruff voice that matched her roaring ride, boomed, "Nothing like getting good exercise by stopping crime!"

_What?!_ _Oh my god!_

"Aren't you going to teach me first?" he screamed as a trashcan nearly ate his leg whole.

"I believe in learning on the job!"

They hurricaned down an alleyway, motorcycle noise ricocheting off walls and slamming into Hiccup's forehead. He could have gotten knocked out by the aural force alone… now he additionally had to hope all the obstacles about them would not actually conk him on the head.

_I'm starting to see where those weekly broken bones and burn injuries come from. Someone desperately needs to talk to Berk's heroes about their questionable school curriculum..._

He tried to breathe in, sucked in a passing fly instead, and started hacking.

_Okay, _he told himself even as he continued coughing. He needed _some_ way to reassure himself his class was going to end well._ This doesn't have to be too bad. Maybe we're just going to be regular cops and tell someone not to jaywalk or give people parking tickets. That counts as crime fighting, right? And we'll get some exercise when we walk up to check peoples' parking meter times._

"So what are we doing first then?" he shouted out. Revved engine. Voice lost. Try again. "WHAT ARE WE DOING FIRST?!"

And she shouted back, "Stop an armed bank robbery on Cowell and Twenty-Fifth Streets!"

….so much for the parking ticket idea.

_Da da da I'm dead._

"WHAT?!" he screamed, hoping he had heard wrong, but knowing quite well, in fact, he had not.

"STOPPING A BANK ROBBERY! PAY ATTENTION!"

Next hope: maybe they wouldn't arrive at the bank in time. Maybe, by the time they reached the building, the robber would be long gone.

The motorcycle pushed through a yellow light and hurled onto Twenty-Fifth Street.

Nope.

They'd make it there on time.

With one last angry scream that howled out louder and higher than the ride's previous low grumblings, the motorcycle screeched to a halt right in front of First Hooligan Bank. The P.E. instructor launched herself out of the seat and began charging straight toward the double-doors, while Hiccup, stammering, ran up behind her, boots pounding almost as loudly and heavily as his heart. Right before he was about to squeak out a terrified "What do I do?" a long-limbed _something_ crashed right into his chest.

The robber, fleeing the crime scene, had run straight into him!

Both Hiccup and the thief hurled to the ground right in front of the bank's doors.

Behind his shocked scream, Hiccup believed he heard his P.E. teacher shout out, rather like a coach at football practice, "That's it! That's it, you got him! Sock him in the head!"

Hiccup clambered. He kicked. He fought back with the flailing intensity of a declawed kitten. Only once did he managed to land a blow on the equally-baffled criminal… and that blow was a kick, planting his boot firmly in the thief's gut. He heard an "Oomph!"

…and then a roar.

_His kick had inadvertently activated the rocket in his boot!_

Hiccup – and something really heavy hanging onto his leg – launched into Berk's skyline.

He tried to kick off the weight clinging to his leg. Then he realized it was the criminal. Then he realized the criminal had a gun. The gun barrel was not pointing toward Hiccup's face, so with a shriek, he began trying to wiggle the weapon right out of his enemy's hand. All that resulted in was the two of them spiraling, spiraling, spiraling between skyscrapers, windows and rooftops and low-hanging clouds all rushing right past them, everything whirring in a vague, fast-moving blur that was sure to end in a crash.

_ I'm going to die I'm going to die I'm going to dieeeee!_ He clenched his teeth, trying to mauever, all the while spinning out of control. He tried kicking at his other boot to activate the second jet. He tried kicking at the thief. He tried kicking and flailing at the clouds. He tried everything.

Chaos. Two people – a boy and a robber – screaming at the top of their lungs.

In a sudden moment of clarity, he thought, _At least I'll stop one villain before I die._

Yet right before he could crash into the side of a skyscraper, suddenly a pair of hawk-like wings shot out. Arms grabbed him – with the poor, terrified, yowling bank robber still attached to his leg – and suddenly steered him toward safety. Hiccup looked above him and realized his P.E. teacher – who very apparently could fly, given the enormous wings on her back – had caught him before he crashed.

Predictably, she did not seem too pleased to be saving her student this early in the game.

Forty-some stories above the city ground, she began _lecturing_ him.

"The first rule of fighting criminals is to keep a cool head," she snapped. "How can you expect to fight someone when you can't even control yourself?"

"Look, maybe we should be starting with a bit of an easier lesson?" Hiccup balked sourly. The hanging weight of the wordlessly-screaming bank robber was making him feel more than a little tetchy, as well as the fact that his P.E. instructor did not seem to be flying towards the ground anywhere quickly. Not to mention this entire lesson was embarrassing, disastrous, and _completely_ unsafe! "Maybe we should start with saving old ladies' cats from trees?"

But his teacher had an even better idea. "Maybe you should start by getting control of your own boots."

_Ouch._ That certainly hurt Hiccup more than a little. He grit his teeth. At least, though, he believed they were starting to lower toward the ground now. As in, they were soaring maybe thirty-nine stories above the ground instead of forty.

"I am used to teaching students who already have superpowers," she continued. "Not some… kid… who is fumbling around trying to find something unnaturally."

_Geez, speak slower, I can't keep up with your compliments._

"I can't teach you any of my normal lessons while you're so inept at your own supposed abilities," she continued as she continued descending. "Go take the rest of the morning off. Work on those boots. We meet again tomorrow."

It was only after she had landed, dropped Hiccup off at headquarters, and flown away with the bank robber (now no longer screaming), that Hiccup had the mind to point out, "Well we could just do laps around a gym like any _normal_ P.E. class!"

At that moment, though, she could not hear him. She was already flying far above him. With a sigh, Hiccup turned and trudged into Berk Superhero Security Headquarters.
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Thankfully, Hiccup remembered the route to the student wing of Berk's superhero headquarters, despite the fact he had only first entered it yesterday. The hallways through which he shuffled were just as crammed with superheroes as before: impressive, mighty, strikingly powered beings stepping alongside one another, moving about their typical day-to-day life. Yet that typical life for them consisted of interacting with two-headed women, men who could literally eat and breathe fire, and babies who picked up buses and sucked on steam engines for pacifiers.

Not people like Hiccup.

He grit his teeth, stalked past them, and found the elevator to take him to the fourth floor.

Early in the morning before P.E. class had begun with his new private instructor, Hiccup had arrived in the dorm halls to gain access to his new room. The secretary Bertha had produced a key for him, led him to his exact room – E429a – and allowed him to plop his belongings on the empty bed near the window. Hiccup had not brought many of his belongings with him, planning on slowly carting what he needed from home to here, yet he had plopped several bags' worth of materials on the bed before hurrying into sports clothes and rushing out to meet his teacher.

Now that class had ended – early – he had more time to thoroughly inspect his new dorm quarters and unpack.

Sort of nice, in its own way, even if the day was proceeding far from expected.

With a sigh Hiccup unlocked the door, stepped inside, and gazed at the room around him.

He had yet to meet his roommate, whoever that happened to be, yet his roommates' side of the dorm spoke much to the teen's character. Posters, plastered in hoards on the wall – but all in perfect, neat rows – depicted pictures of many nerdly loves, especially from various mecha and fantasy fandoms. Hiccup himself only recognized posters from Transformers and Pacific Rim, though several of the other pictures could have been from Magic: The Gathering. Everything else his roommate had laid about in a similarly persnickety but apparently passionate manner: action figures alongside programming manuals, Dungeons and Dragons books lovingly shelved beside in-depth technological textbooks.

The materials of the room bothered Hiccup not in the least; he could very well get on board with a boy who enjoyed mecha and computer science, and could probably sustain some very engaging conversations with him. The neatness, however, threw Hiccup off-guard. It contrasted greatly to his bedroom back home, bedecked hazardously in piles of computer parts, welding torches, and scraps of metal.

_Note to self: stay tidier than normal so roommate won't hate me._

After scanning his fellow occupant's side of the room, Hiccup turned to his own. An empty desk with a wooden chair faced an open window, and in the corner of the room opposite to that, a narrow bed with meagerly thin covers waited. Two book shelves hung on the wall to the left of the desk. It would be far more cramped a space than to which Hiccup was accustomed, but enough space existed for him to arrange at least some of his belongings.

He pulled them out from his bags now. Time to relax and time to unpack.

First he pulled out his laptop, set it on his desk, and plopped the computer's charger alongside it. Then he contemplated where to store his half-completed inventions. The book shelves, sturdy as they appeared, were probably not the best location for the heavy objects, but the floor hardly seemed to be a viable option, either, given he would be sharing the space with another student. Just as he decided he would store his handiwork right beneath the desk, and had taken out the prototype of one of his latest weapons, he heard the door click behind him, heavy breathing fill the room exuberantly, and a voice call out, "Is that what I _think_ it is?"

Hiccup whirled, startled. _What?_

Oh right. Roommate. And he had _just_ been thinking about what he might be like.

As soon as Hiccup noticed the boy who entered the room, all his observations clicked into place. The different textbooks and computer manuals and descriptions of cloud storage and internet security suddenly all made sense. He knew this sidekick. Well, knew _about_ him.

Here before him stooped Fishlegs Ingerman, better known as Mindlock. Despite being wide and tall for his age, youthfulness permeated throughout him, beginning with his wide-cheeked face and bulging blue eyes. Tufts of hair, looking rather like scraggly croppings of grass, grew in sporadic directions from beneath his ragged beanie. What Hiccup noticed most about the sidekick, however, was his eager, puppy-like grin, which erupted onto his face as soon as he noticed what Hiccup held. He darted forward, eyes peering in closely to examine it.

"Erm, what?" Hiccup said as means of response to his question.

"That!" Mindlock exclaimed. "That there in your hand! Is that an NNEMP?"

"Uhhh… yes? Maybe? Uh, it will be, if it ever works," he admitted. Few people ever understood Hiccup's innovative projects, much less comprehended what they were meant to do. For this teenager his age to march into the room and recognize its purpose in a second startled Hiccup, even if it made sense a teen with Mindlock's abilities could do such a task.

"Well, let's see what you got. May I?" Mindlock inquired, tittering slightly, as he held out his hand for permission to touch the invention. Hiccup acceded and handed it gently to the boy.

"Wow," Mindlock guffawed. "This is tiny. I've never seen someone try to make one this small before. Do you think you can pull it off? What's its predicted range? I know the range of NNEMPs isn't anywhere close to nuc –"

"You're not going to ask what I plan to do with this?" Hiccup asked, a little startled. Gobber had found him tinkering with this project one time and had thoroughly discouraged him from continuing it. Something along the lines of, "Don't make more people in Berk angry with you. The library was bad enough. And remember the time you almost flooded Town Hall?"

"Well," Mindlock giggled, handling it back to Hiccup, "we're all crime fighters. I've got an idea."

"Er, yeah," Hiccup said. He set his project down carefully on his bed. "So, ah, I don't think we've met yet. I'm Hiccup."

"Fishlegs!" his roommate answered enthusiastically, holding out a wide hand. Two of his fingers were enough to cover over the entire surface of Hiccup's hand while he shook it vigorously. "I go by Mindlock. Superpower: instant learning."

"You know, I've heard about you," Hiccup responded, attempting to sound casual rather than as a fanatic superhero fan. At least this conversation was faring far better than last night's with Camicazi, Speedifist, the twins, Snotlout, and Storm Fly. Maybe he could build some friendships here after all. "You memorize everything instantly and never forget it. Your brain's more powerful than any supercomputer, and you know more than what's put in ten encylopedias put together."

"Aw," chortled Mindlock, somewhat shy. "I don't know about _that_ much. But you're right. That's what I do!"

"It's really awesome," Hiccup said. "You know, if you're interested in my NNEMP, maybe the two of us could…"

With a squeak, throwing his hands up in the air like a fanboy, Fishlegs interjected, "I'd love to!" Then, voice calming down, he inquired to Hiccup, "So then. What's your talent? Does it relate at all to…?"

Mindlock's voice trailed off, prompting Hiccup to speak up and fill the room's sound waves. However, the young boy simply stared off toward the wall, chewing on his lower lip. This would be the test. The test to determine whether or not any of the superhero sidekicks might accept him as one of their own.

_I don't want to lose Mindlock's respect now that I just got it._ He considered bulshitting a response, conjuring up a fake superpower that coincided with his natural talents for tinkering, such as perhaps the ability to build objects by touching them with his finger. That would make sense, right? However, he instead mumbled an honest admittance, "Actually, I… don't have any."

"Any what?" Fishlegs asked, blinking once.

"Superpowers."

"Aw, you're kidding with me." Fishlegs elbowed him in the side. He meant the gesture to be chummy, yet it nearly knocked Hiccup off his feet, making him even more uncomfortable than he already felt. He rubbed at his side a moment, grimacing, before standing back up and facing Fishlegs.

"I'm… I'm not. I mean, I wish – I wish I was." _God, I'm stuttering. Put yourself together._ "But, the truth is," Hiccup stammered as he swung his arms and gesticulated pointlessly, "I wasn't born with anything. Don't have anything. I'm the son of Chief Stoick "Skullcrusher" and I don't have anything. Not even a superpower to turn objects purple. Which frankly would be completely pointless but at least it would have been _something._"

He realized he was babbling and promptly shut his mouth. He looked over at Fishlegs, who appeared to be wordlessly processing the information. The teenager appeared baffled moreso than anything else, which at least meant he was not outright rejecting him.

"So you're going to train to be a superhero… and you don't have any powers? I got that right?"

"You got that right."

"Wow." Fishlegs said.

Hiccup waited for more.

"That's actually really cool."

"W-what?" Hiccup stammered. Of all the answers he expected out of Mindlock, this was not one of them. _He was_ cool_ to not be superhuman?_

His new roommate, however, listened not to Hiccup's question. He continued yammering onward of the intrigue of this information, lips curling up to smile and reveal crooked buck teeth. "You're training to be a superhero sidekick, and you're like, you're taking classes with us, and… you _are_ taking classes, right?"

"Yeah." _Or I would be, if my P.E. teacher hadn't gotten so upset with me._

"Sweet! Hey, hey, can I see your schedule? Maybe we've got classes together!"

"Oh, er, sure." Hiccup produced a folded sheet of paper out from his shorts, tried to flatten it out with his hands, and then held it out to Fishlegs. The boy took it in his hands, looked over it, and then asked, "Shouldn't you be in class right now?"

"Ahhhh… well, funny thing. I _was_ and, then, well…"

"It didn't go well, did it?"

Hiccup admittedly glumly, "No," sagging down his shoulders and breathing out a displeased sigh.

But Fishlegs told him, "Don't feel too bad." The boy smirked then, a sort of guilty face plastering over his cheeks, and shared, "My first P.E. lesson didn't go too well at all."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah. I was like," and the boy's shoulders hunkered down, and he began storytelling, "totally expecting a regular P.E. class, you know? Not some sort of private physical trainer. And I show up, and it's Madame Valkyrie, same teacher you've got, and she made me ride this motorcycle in a car chase. But it was really icy outside, and well… I ended up slipping and sliding everywhere, I guess? I must have looked like a complete idiot, screaming my lungs out angrily on a sliding motorcycle that couldn't stop down an icy hill."

Hiccup tried to hide a laugh, and instead just snorted once, amused. "Well that makes me feel a little better," he said, and he meant it. They anxieties he felt were tolerable now, at least, more like an unpleasant buzz in his stomach rather than an attacking heart. If another superhero student – and one who boasted pretty fascinating superpowers – experienced similar unpleasant experiences for his first P.E. lessons, then maybe Hiccup would not be so hapless after all. "Still can't say I'm looking forward to tomorrow's class, though."

Fishlegs grimaced sympathetically. "Yeah, I still don't enjoy it. Don't think I ever will. My superpower's thinking, not fighting." He paused, then said, "Hey… well… since it looks like you've got a few hours off, want to come to the cafeteria with me? My first class of the day doesn't start 'til eleven."

"Oh. Ah ah. Sure," Hiccup agreed, admittedly before he fully understood what he was saying. He zipped up his pack and set it aside for now. He could finish organizing the dorm later. "Sounds good."

For the first time since his father had told him he would be studying here, Hiccup began to feel hopeful about being a superhero trainee.


	6. Chapter 4: Exposed

"So tell me all about it! How was it? How was your first week of school? Now that you're training to be a superhero, we _finally_ have something to talk about!"

Hiccup stared, more than a little baffled, at the hairy, muscled mountain before him. Stoick "Skullcrusher" Haddock's eyes twinkled brighter than the superhero cooking grilled cheese sandwiches behind the counter of the cafeteria – and that superhero was cooking said sandwiches by turning himself into a ball of pure white flame. From the torso up, of course – no need to burn up the dining hall. Superheroes, sidekicks, and students entered and exited the enormous cafeteria in a large, buzzing frenzy, and many sitting down in various-sized tables to share the morning's war stories. Outcasts had come at dawn – a small squad of them, and easily driven away – but it was enough of an event to warrant the topic of most tables' discussions.

"That was a pretty poor offensive on their part, those Outcasts. You'd think they'd have learned a little from the last time they tried to tunnel below the city."

"Yeah, they were fighting for their lives within five seconds of fighting Bullheart and Newtsbreath."

"And it wasn't a diversion?"

"Nope. Single pronged attacked. Didn't see nothing else of them."

Hiccup could hear all the discussions arising from the tables about him, some of them spoken in low, intense voices, others loudly and casually, with many a hearty chuckle passing from woman to woman. Questions of whether or not the Outcasts were attacking more frequently of late, whether or not these small attacks would coalesce into a larger one, and all sorts of speculations, some far-fetched, and some so ridiculous they could not have been grounded in even the trashiest science fiction novels.

But Stoick. No. Stoick wanted to talk about _school_.

And his father's sudden keen interest in him threw Hiccup entirely off guard.

_He's actually asking about _me_?_

"Ummm…" Hiccup began, extremely informatively, as he pursed his lips inward and sucked them into his mouth. He fiddled awkwardly with the fork on his plate, clattering it around the peas and having them migrate around several mashed potato land masses. The peas made quite the odyssey before Hiccup declared jerkily, "Well… it's been. It's been good."

"Good!" Stoick bellowed that out with extraordinary enthusiasm. Somehow he managed not to detect Hiccup's discomfit and confusion at all. _Wow, Dad, I thought that being a superhero would make you a little more observant._ "I'm glad to hear it! Have you gone out on any expeditions?" He began to make motions as he listed off potential activities his son might have done in the past week since he had transferred schools. "Tackled down a thief?" His burly arms grabbed the air at an imaginary criminal. "Stopped a mugging?" Air-boxing now. "Jailed a bank robber?" Grabbed at invisible iron bars.

_Oh bank robber. Great. Exaaaaactly what I want to remember._

"Well. There was a bank robber," Hiccup said, and hoped his father would ask for no more details.

"Good! Good! And who else?" The words were somehow unnatural and yet completely sincerely exuberant. It was more than painfully obvious how unaccommodated Stoick was to talking to his son.

"Uh. I got a cat down from a tree." _And got _myself_ stuck in it._

Stoick frowned a little, eyebrows the size of hamsters furrowing into a thoughtful grimace. Hiccup could tell his father was torn between congratulating his son on the rescue and pointing out that this was not all too incredible of a superhero adventure.

"And uh…" Hiccup tried to think of some way he could spin one of his P.E. disasters into a story that would actually stoke his father.

_Okay, Dad, really, ask me about the one class I'm not doing so well in?_ Hiccup and his P.E. teacher had had to take more than a few steps back in his training. She never let him outside the gym now, and ran him through rather safe – if still pretty intense – obstacle courses. While Hiccup certainly appreciated the milder lessons, she constantly glared at him with the anger of having to actually teach a boy without superpowers… like he was a boy without superpowers.

"So in my Ethics class…" _ Time to change the subject before we talk about the fire 'rescue' incident…_

For school had not gone so terribly in every class. Mostly just Hiccup and Madame Valkyrie clashed; in many of his other subjects, he had fared very well, in fact much to the astonishment of the other students. His teacher in Ethics had indeed commended him for his rather "fascinating points" regarding the balance between violently fighting crime and promoting peace.

But then his father grumbled, "Oh. Right. Ethics class." Stoick seemed a bit less interested in hearing about this than Hiccup's glory fights on the streets of Berk itself. Hiccup tried not to sigh, and decided he would not bring up his teacher's compliment from last class. And when Hiccup did not speak, but instead rolled his peas halfway around his plate, Stoick took the cue, brought up another topic, and asked his son, a little cumbersomely, "Made any friends?"

* * *

><p>Hiccup and Fishlegs excitedly sat themselves down in the cafeteria, leaning their heads in toward each other over the table and talking excitedly about low-inductance capacitor banks and microwave generators, and then a voice above them said, "Wow. You two <em>would<em> connect over something geeky like that."

There stood Camicazi, eyes intent and curious on Hiccup in particular. "I have noooooo idea what you boys are prattling on and on about, but can I join you?"

* * *

><p>"Yeah, I have," Hiccup said, nodding. "My roommate's pretty cool – Mindlock?"<p>

"Mm," Stoick answered, which may or may not have been a sound of acknowledgement. If it was affirmation, then Stoick did not seem incredibly interested in what his son had to say about Mindlock. The intent sparkle in his eye was definitely starting to fade by now, replaced by the more typical, disinterested stare Hiccup was used to growing up with.

_ Of course. Even when I'm training to be a literal superhero, there's no interesting Dad._

"How about… your cousin Snotlout? Have you seen him around?" Stoick asked.

* * *

><p>Before Hiccup could even speak the three letters in "Yes," Camicazi had thrown herself down on the seat beside Hiccup, almost shoving him off the edge of the bench in the process. Hiccup wobbled, hands flailing for a bit, before his balance rightened. And before he could even complain about that, let alone resume his discussion with Fishlegs about NNEMPs, Camicazi had launched into a completely separate topic, yammering on excitedly about scaling walls and fighting Outcasts and how she wouldn't mind having a competition with them the next time Outcasts attacked on who could take the most villains down and how she would totally win and she would beat both of them but it could be more of a competition if it was Fishlegs and Hiccup versus herself and then they might possibly have some chance of winning if she was on an off-day and on and on and on and on until it became a flurry of words and it was so hard to keep up and frankly neither Hiccup nor Fishlegs could get in a word because she was talking talking talking and while it was enjoyable enough to listen to her she completely controlled the conversation and…<p>

"Well, if it isn't the newest recruit!"

Burly-armed Snotlout, Hiccup's cousin, stood smirking at the opposite end of the table. Somehow _his_ comment managed to shut Camicazi's mouth. All three of the people at Hiccup's table looked up to him.

"Hey Snotlout," Hiccup said, unease sinking into his stomach and hardening into nervous knots. He could tell just from the taunting glimmer in his cousin's ice blue eyes and the wrinkle in the boy's rounded button nose that Snotlout would be up to no good. Not like any of his prior experiences with his cousin over the last fifteen years had been pleasant. For all Hiccup knew, the first time they had met as babies, Snotlout had made him cry.

"Can't wait to see all the cool superhero tricks you've got," Snotlout jeered, leaning down on the table with one of his elbows and placing his other fist to his hip. "I bet you know all sorts of sick things I've never seen before."

"Yeah, absolutely. Later, Snotlout," Hiccup said, trying to dismiss him.

"Whoa, whoa. Come on. Right now. It's break time, show us your stuff right now!" Snotlout insisted. "Let's see you be all super, huh?"

* * *

><p>"Yup. Yup. I've run into him a few times," Hiccup told his father blandly. The peas on his plate were becoming world travelers, they had circumnavigated the plate so many times.<p>

"He's a talented sidekick," Stoick continued on, more to fill the awkward silence that followed than to engage his son in a meaningful conversation.

"Mhm."

Clattering fork.

"I'm… ah… sure you will be, too."

* * *

><p>"Wait? What?!" She began shaking him, jostling him at the shoulders, all the while demanding, "Is this some kind of <em>joke<em> to you?"

"Please! Please! Please just – just stop!" he exclaimed, trying to push Storm Fly's hand aside. He glanced around desperately at the other teenagers in the cafeteria, yet every single one was staring at him – even Snotlout, who was the one who had brought up the topic in the first place. For right as Storm Fly was passing by, Snotlout had shouted out nice and loudly, "Yeah. Because it's not like you have any powers at all."

That had caused quite a reaction from Camicazi, who turned her body half aside from Hiccup in the shock of the news. Fishlegs had cringed, for all he had told Hiccup earlier he found his powerlessness "cool" and "inspiring." And Storm Fly, who had been walking on by until this point, had reacted the most explosively of all of them.

In hindsight, more than a little melodramatically.

"You're telling me," and she took Snotlout into her blue-eyed, typhoon-esque glare, "that you don't even have a superpower? And you're studying here?"

"I didn't say it…"

_Technically true._

"But is it true?" she demanded at near a shout.

"…yes…" Hiccup squeezed his eye shut, waiting for another, bigger explosion.

She dropped Hiccup at once and took a step backwards, disgust screwing her lips up into a snarl. "I remember you," she told him, pointing a blaming finger right at his chest. "I remember you… _screwing around_... during the middle of an Outcast fight! You had the _audacity_ to try to fight them yourself even though you weren't a superhero! And then you came to this school and I thought I could give you, just maybe, the benefit of the doubt for what you did." She was a bit worked up, seething. "I guessed maybe you had some superpower and I just didn't see it that night we met. But no. No. Not. At. All. Now I hear you've got no powers but you're in this school anyway? Is this some kind of joke? What sorts of strings did you pull to get here? What sort of stupid fanatic are you? Are you _trying_ to get us – and all of Berk – killed?"

"Uh…" said Snotlout.

"Uh…" said Hiccup.

Fishlegs and Camicazi did not speak, but continued to support Hiccup with wide-eyed, deer-in-the-headlights stares. Half-eaten Cheetos were dropping out, unnoticed, from Fishlegs' jaw.

"We are the next generation of Berk's superheroes," Astrid continued, still not backing down from Hiccup. "Our parents' war is about to become ours. We need to protect the city. And we can't do it if some _idiot_ like you is trying to be super just so he can have… a bit of FUN or something. You're not doing this to become a hero, you're doing this to become like a – a – an action figure or something!"

She stomped the ground. Then she stomped away, leaving the four other teenagers slack-jawed and staring.

"I have never seen her that angry," Snotlout announced, forgetting that he had been taunting Hiccup before he arrived. Now he was almost cowering on Fishlegs' lap for support. "What got her so riled up? I mean, like, was that overkill or was that overkill?"

"Overkill," Camicazi declared.

And Mindlock, in a squeak that could have been used to communicate with mice, gasped, "You just made an enemy with _Storm Fly_?!"

* * *

><p><em>I'm sure you'll be a good sidekick too.<em>

"Yeah… I'll get there," Hiccup stuttered to his father. He pursed his lips and then decided to set down his fork. He knew at this point he would not be eating anymore. The awkward conversation had more than culled his appetite, and remembering his latest encounter with Storm Fly made him want to gag – if not outright vomit.

Stoick finally felt the awkwardness, too. He cleared his throat, looking away, and grumbled, "Well. Study hard." It was clearly a method by which to end their conversation.

"Yeah. Yeah, I will."

"And I'll see you in about a month."

Hiccup frowned. _What?_ _But you work in the same building that I go to _school_ in._

Stoick informed him, voice low, "I'm going out on a mission to the Outcast's base. I think I've finally found a way into their lair. It could take some time to get in, so… as I said. I'll be back in a month. Probably."

Hiccup caught a glimpse of Storm Fly entering the cafeteria from the far room.

"And I'll be here… maybe."

* * *

><p>Hiccup heard from Stoick in less than a month's time, however. Less than a week's time. It also did not come directly from Stoick, either, but rather his Law Enforcement teacher in the middle of class.<p>

Hiccup had been staring down at a small note scribbled on a scrap of lined paper before him. The message, in big, bubbly handwriting, stylized such that the i dots were little "o's" and every other "L" a loop-de-loop, simply read, _This is so boring._

Hiccup could hardly disagree to that. Although Mr. Starkard proclaimed that Hiccup excelled in the class and was already a "model student" to which the others could aspire, Hiccup wanted nothing better than to throw his head upon the desk and take a nap. Half his notes were scribbled drawings of men flying in capes; few words actually appeared on the page that were relevant to today's class's topic. And now here Camicazi was, passing notes to him in class… again. She attached quickly to people, that one, and always seemed ready to communicate – if not verbally, then by writing.

Hiccup sighed and set the paper aside. At least she had not cast him aside upon learning he was powerless.

"Pssst! Psssst!" It was Camicazi to his right.

_But maybe it would have been better if she had. I'd certainly get more peace and quiet…_

Hiccup glanced over at her. "Aren't you going to respond?" she whispered.

"Shhhh!" Hiccup sighed, put her note in front of him, and wrote out a little message back for her, _Yes I'm bored too._ He handed it back to her.

"Who isn't?" she whispered in response. "I swear this teacher wouldn't be able to entertain…"

Hiccup, rolling his eyes, tore off another scrap of paper and quickly wrote to her, _What's the point in passing notes if you're just going to talk out loud anyway?_

Then sirens blared out, overtaking the city. Students in the classroom jumped up, some of them throwing their hands over their ears with a shriek. Hiccup threw himself backwards, whacking himself against the back of the desk chair. Their teacher rushed over quickly to a monitor, switched it on, and listened in to the report broadcast throughout Berk's Superhero Headquarters.

Informing them of Stoick's capture.


	7. Chapter 4: Exposed (continued)

At once Hiccup was cut off from the physical world. He felt nothing. Not the pen that dropped subconsciously from his hand, not the desk beneath his arms and legs, not even the stare of a classroom of eyeballs all turned towards him. He sank into a touchless, motionless, wordless, thoughless void – sank there, and heard not the continued broadcast reporting the details of Stoick's capture. The information would be important to him later, and he would have to thirstily suck ever consonant out of every word at its proper time… but for now there was nothing. Nothing. Nothing that registered.

He was only distantly aware of something poking at his shoulder. Poking, first, and then stabbing. "Hiccup! Hiccup!" Words blasted into his ear above still-screeching sirens. He blinked, drifted out from his unsettled reverie, and noticed a tangled mass of hair right before his eyes. Camicazi, waving at him and jabbing at him intently, shouted yet again, "Hiccup! Hey, you okay?"

He placed one hand on the side of his desk. Grabbed onto it firmly as possible. Felt the smooth, lacquered wood beneath his fingers and gripped it with the intent to return to reality. Once the desk solidified beneath him in one hand, he squeezed the desk on the other side with his other hand, and then used it as a support to wobble to his feet. The world danced, spun, swirled. White and black dots like the static of old television sets swarmed over his vision, and at once he felt light-headed. "Uhhh..." he began, though his voice croaked rather than spoke. "Mr. Starkard?" Still hoarse, but at least his words could be understood. "Could I – could I, ah, be excused?"

"Don't leave the building," he instructed Hiccup simply, and then ushered students toward the door, shouting out for each of them to report to their appropriate supervisor. Outside the classroom windows Hiccup already could see superheroes launching to the skies, responding to the hailing sirens and rushing towards the place Skullcrusher had last been seen. Most students would not leave, but all ran out anyway hurriedly in case Berk needed them for rescue or other emergency duties.

Hiccup stood there, knees shaking for a moment, as student after student charged past him: Snotlout, yanking off a shirt to expose his Nightmare unitard below; Astrid, who cast one pained glace at Hiccup; Speedifist and Dogsbreath and Ruffnut and Fishlegs and Clueless. Finally he wobbled, far more slowly, towards the doors, grabbed the doorframe as though they were his crutches, and then hung there a moment, half-in, half-out of the room. And after staring blankly down the hallway for a long five seconds, he blinked, sighed, and trudged towards his dorm room.

E429a opened up to a place of refuge. Hiccup threw himself onto the bed spread eagled and did not so much as twitch for a long, long time.

Skullcrusher, Chief of Security of Berk, superhero extraordinaire, had never lost a fight so long as Hiccup could remember. The life of superheroes was dangerous, rough, risky… yet Skullcrusher somehow had seemed immune to it all. His dad had always seemed able to direct the chaos of crime-fighting life and save Berk from the Outcasts.

Guess now it was time for Berk to save him from the Outcasts.

_The rescue mission will go well,_ he tried to assure himself._ Everyone's rushing off right now to get him. He'll be fine. We've gotten a lot better at fighting the Outcasts over time and…_

Hiccup groaned, sitting up, but immediately curled himself into a ball again.

_Who am I kidding? We've never even found their base before, let alone made it safely inside._

Breathe in. Breathe out. Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Shaky exhale. He kept his eyes closed, sinking into blackness, his forehead resting on his knees and his fingers curled around the center of his shins.

_I didn't think I'd react like this if something happened to Dad._

Stoick had hardly been around for Hiccup, after all. Sometimes Hiccup wondered that, if he had not lived in the same house, he would have hardly known Stoick was his father.

It was just…

Hiccup, after squeezing his legs one last time, uncurled himself, leaned down to grab his laptop out of his backpack, and opened it up. His fingers navigated down to a rarely-opened file on his computer – just a simple JPG file labeled "family." He selected it. Stared at the scanned-in photo, somewhat grainy and low on pixel count, stared at the picture of a bright-eyed bearded man and his young wife hovering over an infant child.

His mother had been taken by Outcasts, too, only five days after this photograph was taken.

_That's probably why it hurts._

He closed the file.

The world sounded muffled now. Sirens no longer blasted throughout the complex, and no other human beings were anywhere close to here. Hiccup had nothing but the ticking of Mindlock's clock to keep him aural company, and even that was a very muted _tick, tick, tick_ in the background.

_They save all the warning broadcasts for superhero use…_

He felt ready to rewatch that announcement now, and spend the time to hear all the details of what had happened to Stoick.

_ Maybe it won't be as bad as I think it is._

"In his latest mission to uncover the Outcast base, Stoick Haddock was ambushed by an estimated two dozen supervillains just outside the city of Skullion. His contact with the others in his mission was abruptly cut off. No one in his scouting party was able to find him, leading us to believe that the Chief of Security has been captured by the Outcasts and taken to their base. His party is calling for immediate back-up now; report to your stations for instructions on the ongoing rescue mission."

And that was it.

That assuaged _none_ of his fears.

He rewatched the broadcast again.

"In his latest mission to uncover the Outcast base, Stoick Haddock was ambushed by an estimated two dozen supervillains just outside the city of Skullion. His contact with the others in his mission was abruptly cut off. No one in his scouting party was able to find him, leading us to believe that the Chief of Security has been captured by the Outcasts and taken to their base. His party is calling for immediate back-up now; report to your stations for instructions on the ongoing rescue mission."

Hiccup grit his teeth. Replayed it one more time, listening to it while his eyes stared up at the ceiling.

"In his latest mission to uncover the Outcast base, Stoick Haddock was ambushed by an estimated two dozen supervillains just outside the city of Skullion. His contact with the others in his mission was abruptly cut off. No one in his scouting party was able to find him, leading us to believe that the Chief of Security has been captured by the Outcasts and taken to their base. His party is calling for immediate back-up now; report to your stations for instructions on the ongoing rescue mission."

The room quieted once more, leaving Hiccup with ticking.

_Skullion City, huh?_ The Berkians tended to avoid that area because of its unpleasant residents and even less pleasant government officials. It would make sense if Stoick were there in the heart of that city.

_I should be out there. Trying to find him. Except…_

He glanced at his boots. His ray gun, which he had improved in his free time over the last week. His NNEMP. Several other spare hardware parts and half-finished projects.

_…except I've only been at this superhero sidekick business for a _week_, and I haven't even successfully stopped one villain _yet_. Even a common bank robber can get the best of me._

But it didn't matter.

Hiccup had not stopped trying to fight Outcasts even when Stoick had denied him a place in the academy. He had diligently worked on his inventions to try to build himself up to the level of a superhero. He had gone out into the city during Outcast attacks. And while he had burned more city halls and disrupted more libraries than he had intimidated Outcasts, the point of the matter remained… he had not given up then. His passion had been to be a hero.

And his father was far more important than that goal.

_I won't let _both_ of my parents be killed by Outcasts._

His hands reached out towards his rocket boots and the newly-repaired jets on their soles.

_ Alright then, _he thought, heart racing and hands already beginning to sweat. _Let's do this._


	8. Chapter 5: Rescue

It was a mistake. A complete and utter mistake. He knew that, even though nothing wrong yet had transpired, even though he had yet to even flee the campus grounds. Hiccup understood fully well his impromptu operation could result in nothing but a mistake and a failure, and yet he still clung tightly to the equipment he had stuffed in his backpack, continued charging toward the center of Berk's superhero headquarters, and determinedly sought out the center of the building's sprawling complex. Down stairs he raced, up through hallways, and into the hub of superhero activity.

Harried he rushed between women and men of all sorts of sizes and shapes, mumbling, "Pardon me!" to a lizard lady who flicked an irritated forked tongue at him, and calling out "Sorry!" to the man sporting six beefy arms and another half dozen legs. Hiccup's boots clopped heavily, loudly against the floor. Only when he neared his target did he slow down and begin slinking quietly down the corridor. _It's this hallway, I'm sure._ Only once between classes had Hiccup visited his father's office. _This has to be it._ Quickly he peeped down the corner of the hallway, glancing at rows of thick wooden doors, to check for his father's name.

_Yes! There!_

A plaque labeled "Stoick Haddock, Chief of Security" hung neatly on a door just a few dozen paces from where Hiccup currently crouched.

Thankfully the other superheroes who owned desks in this hallway appeared to be away on duty; while much of the rest of the complex still bustled with notable above-average activity, here Hiccup heard not even the breathing of a mouse. Overcautiously anyway he crept forward, darting toward the door and jiggling the handle as quietly as he could. _Locked._

Of course.

_Proof already this mission is going _smoothly_, _Hiccup thought to himself, before he could bite back that negative mental comment.

Nervously Hiccup pursed his lips, sucking them inside his mouth and chewing them with his gums. After glancing down the hallway each direction one more time, Hiccup slung off his backpack, unzipped the front pocket, and pulled out a small black wallet. _I really hope this trick works like everyone says it does._ He grabbed the only card he owned: his school ID.

Then he realized that Stoick's lock was simply passcode protected.

With a sigh of relief, Hiccup slid his wallet back into the backpack and hovered his fingers over the passcode. This would potentially be much easier to open than doing the whole card trick.

_It's got to be the same passcode as home? Right?_ he thought hopefully to himself. Hiccup hurriedly punched in the familiar numbers. _0229._

Red light.

_Great,_ he groaned. Hiccup tried not to sigh; his frustration rushed out through his nostrils in a huge puff of air instead.

_Alright. What else could it be?_ Hiccup hoped his father would not be so stupid as to make his birthdate the passcode of this office, yet the young boy plugged that in, anyway, just to ascertain. He almost felt relieved to see the red light flash up again, yet that still left him with the dilemma of entering his father's office unauthorized.

_God, I really hope that this doesn't automatically shut down after three failed attempts._

If so, Hiccup only had one more chance to unlock the door. After gnawing a bit more on his lip, Hiccup's hand punched over another four digits and pressed, "Enter."

Green light.

_ I guess all the pain of celebrating Mom's birthday every year was good for something._

Delicately, very, very delicately, Hiccup shut the door behind him. Then opened it up once more, dragged his backpack inside, and clicked it shut a second time. Hiccup hardly needed someone to step by and notice him fishing through his father's belongings, after all, or see a kid's backpack resting right outside oh-so-suspiciously.

Flustered and sweating, Hiccup's palms fumbled through semi-neat stacks of paper, yanking open desk drawers and shutting them, running them over the top of the desk, rushing past a photograph of the entire family setting on the side near the computer monitor, before finally noticing in one of the side drawers a pair of keys. _Yes!_ They jangled loudly in a crisp, atonal tune as Hiccup slipped them into his pocket. Something gone right after all. He glanced into the drawer to see if there was anything else of interest, grabbed a chequebook as an afterthought – he would never use it, though – and then tried to reassemble Stoick's desk back the way he first found it. He hoped it sufficed. It _sort of_ looked right.

Well, if he saved his father, Stoick would hardly care about anything else that transpired, right?

_Riiiiiight._

Then, with a quick internal pep-talk to himself, Hiccup rushed out the door, charged down the hallway, tumbled down stairs while knocking into even more superheroes, and threw open the main double doors out Berk Superhero Headquarters. Sunlight flamed into his eyes, blinding him, yet still he continued running without pause – simply tripping more often in his hurried stumbling. Cracks of pavement rushed beneath him as Hiccup raced down the sidewalk; his feet leapt to black concrete, and Hiccup crashed into the nearest car in the parking lot. Loud honks followed. _Crap._ Car alarm system. Hoping no one would rush out to their car immediately and notice Hiccup, the boy sprinted far away from the vehicle, instead searching for his father's.

He found the massive emerald beast near the center of the lot. Griping to himself about the fact he had yet to even acquire his driver's permit, Hiccup's fingers fumbled nervously on the "unlock" button, heard the click of the doors, and then pulled himself into the driver's seat. Threw his backpack into shotgun. Reached determinedly for the wheel. Could _not_ actually reach the wheel. "Why does my father have to be an elephant," Hiccup fumed, and leaned down to pull the seat forward and bring it far, far closer to the steering wheel and pedals. "Alright. This is go time. This is go time."

Ignition. On.

Time to rescue his dad.

* * *

><p>It was all a mistake.<p>

Mayhap it had been simple to crack through Berk security's data files and locate the information on where Stoick had last been seen. Mayhap it had been simple pulling up Google maps, locating Skullion City, and plugging it into his cellphone's GPS. Mayhap it also had been relatively simple to break into his father's office, grab the car keys, and leave the Berk parking lot. It even had – all things considering – not been _too_ difficult learning to drive on the fly. Only _part_ of Stoick's dark emerald car sported a new red scrape from that stop sign down near Tenth and Sanders.

Yet now Hiccup, sitting in rush hour traffic, holding his foot constantly down the brake pedal and _maybe_ occasionally inching ten inches forward every ten minutes, judged that this was a complete waste of time. This would most certainly not save Skullcrusher. He almost shut the car down as he was in the highway to strap on his boots and _fly_ his way out of the city.

But he remembered the last incident from when he had worn them.

Storm Fly.

_Ugh._

Hiccup remained in the car.

* * *

><p>Skycrapers faded behind him, glazed in fog, covered in haze, sinking behind him in his rearview mirror. The horizon and the sinking sunset ate Berk's tallest buildings into nothingness. Down a highway Hiccup drove, car steering wheel finally feeling slightly comfortable beneath his hands.<p>

Anxiousness to reach Stoick as soon as possible pushed the gas pedal lower to the floor than perhaps it should have been. If anything, now that Hiccup could speed along the road, booking down an interstate with little traffic, he felt even _more_ anxious to retrieve his father from the Outcasts. About 87 mph, according to the speedometer. No cops or superheroes would take him down, would they? Pull him over for speeding? Would anyone notice him at all, this far outside town? Hiccup hardly knew, having never been much outside of Berk.

_Father was always too busy for a vacation._

Sunset's colors melted from the peaks of the sky to the bottoms of the horizon, at last dripping away below the edge of the earth. Darkness swarmed over the earth; Hiccup's fingers fumbled for headlights, turned on the wipers, then spurt out windshield fluid, before finally brightening up the road before him with a pair of feeble lights. Two beams charged belligerently into darkness. Even now, hours charging on highway, Hiccup could feel his heart pounding heavily inside his ribcage, even throbbing at his neck near his jawline. Queasy thumps reverberated through his body and pulsated down into the driver's seat. Throb. Throb. Throb. For an infinite time, his eyes glanced over at his phone's GPS. _Skullion City, 32 miles._ He tried to ignore the quickly waning battery life bar at the top corner of the phone screen.

_Good going, Hiccup. Completely forget to bring the cell charger. _That's_ not important at all._

_Skullion City, 31 miles._

Almost there…

Perhaps he should consider what to do once he _reached _Skullion City. Drive around city street by city street until he noticed something suspicious? Park at a gas station and ask some of the locals if they knew anything about the Outcasts? Find a place to sleep and continue his search for his father in the morning?

He glanced down at the speedometer.

_Oh._

Or maybe acquire some gas for the car.

As if on cue, Hiccup's headlights flashed over a green highway sign, one which flashed by very quickly given his speeding, but one which he still recognized as a label for gas and food. 7-Eleven up ahead, next right, presumably. Try to slow down. Brake pedal barely touched, not moving, not doing anything – add a little more pressure, and suddenly _jerking_ to a slower pace – a horrid jolt threw his head forward – feet twitched on the brake pedal to try to adjust – finally, settling. _Ugh. _Yet that ungraceful maneuver profited, for Hiccup then noticed the lane opening up for him to merge over and then move off the interstate.

Only once Hiccup pulled up to a gas pump, walked out to check if he parked the car on the correct side of the pump, and then glanced up at the prices… did he realize he had no credit card on him. "Oh gods, _great_," he moaned. "Uh…" He rushed around the back of the car, pulling open the passenger door, and yanked out his backpack desperately. He dove his hand deep into his backpack to pull out his wallet and began fumbling through the dark for some bills. Maybe he could hand one of the employees the cash and get the car filled up at least part of the way. Pre-pay, that was what it was called, right?

He ducked inside.

Slightly-muddied, slightly-mopped, completely wet tiled floors welcome him into a store where three rows of candy and chips and pretzels and nuts and jerkey awaited him. He shut his eyes off from the M&Ms and Cheetos, yet his prompted stomach grumbled anyway. A woman and a man stood before a cluttered counter; the red-clad customer plopped a large soda onto the counter alongside the rows of lighters and lottery tickets while a grizzled, bleary-eyed man punched some buttons – hopefully the correct ones – on the cash register. "Wanna buy a lotto ticket?" he mumbled, half asleep, sinking down toward the counter as though to rest his head. The customer simply shoot her head, told him to keep the receipt, and then turned about to strut her way out of the store. She carefully pocketed her change, fingers slipping in a purse which hung to the side of her left hip, and pulling out a small vial once she placed her money in. Pencilled eyebrows rose slightly upon the sight of Hiccup, and maybe even her cheeks pulled up into a slight smirk, no doubt bemused to notice this undersized teenager alone out and about late at night. Did she… seem to walk… slower?

_Sorry to be such an amusement late at night. Come on, I'm not the _only_ teen to walk into a gas station this time of night._

He opted to ignore her. She could smirk all she wanted at him; he needed to get the car filed. With some nervousness, Hiccup handed his small wad of cash toward the cashier and stuttered, "Ah – ah, could this get me some gas?"

He held his breath. The cashier, despite seeming so sleepy, showed some moderate interest in his latest customer, tilting his head off to the side to demonstrate intrigue rather than lolling fatigue. "You s'posed ta be out, kid, eh?" he drawled, leaning down onto the countertop with a wide arm and knocking over some of his merchandise in the process. He regarded the fallen lighters with a strange combination of disinterest and distaste. Likely, he only found their location on the floor an inconvenience because he would have to bend down and pick them up later.

"Yeah, I've got my license. Just uh turned sixteen, you know."

"Mhm, sure. Well, sorry if your pop's gonna ground you or something. Ain't my problem. But that cash is good for, say, two and a half gallons."

_You've got to be kidding me. I've got to have more than _ fished through his pockets, fumbling at quarters and dimes. _Crap, I just bought some metal scraps last week. That's why I'm broke. _Then, with a groan, he pulled out Stoick's chequebook, hoped, _Nobody better look at this too closely,_ and then, picking up a pen from the counter and pretending to be nonchalant, said, "Alright. How much to fill up the tank?"

"What's this?" The cashier pulled up the chequebook and turned it so the text could face him. "Stoick Haddock? You ain't Stoick Haddock. I know that man, he's a big bearded superhero. On tv all the time. What you trying to pull, punk?"

The door clinked behind him as the other customer exited the door.

"Oops, must've left my own at home," Hiccup lied. With an incredibly, awkward, forced laugh that sounded more like a dying duck than a chuckling boy, he finished, "Guess it's just the two and a half gallons then, huh? Silly me." He quickly slid the cheques back into his pocket and pulled up his most winsome grin… which looked far more like a wince.

The employee glared at Hiccup long and slowly before saying. "Alrighty-o. Two anna half gallons."

Not much, yet hopefully enough for Hiccup's endeavors. Once he rescued his father, he could let _Skullcrusher_ worry about filling the tank and driving back home. For they _would_ drive back home. Hiccup's trip would be a _success._

"Okay, cool," Hiccup said belatedly, once he realized the man behind the cash register would speak no more. "Uhhh… what do I do?"

"Just tell me what pump you at, an' I'll get it for you," the employee instructed. Did that tired man sound… exasperated? Probably.

"Great." Leaving the money on the counter, Hiccup turned around to step back outside, swinging his arms cumbersomely to shake off his embarrassment.

Crickets chirruped into a cool, blackened breeze. Sluggish neon lights flickered above the gas station pumps. And the woman waited there, standing right beside the gas station doors.

Holding a gun.

Hiccup screeched, hands clambering for the door back inside the gas station, yet neither the scream nor the reach for the door happened. She turned, yanking him, clamping a hand over his mouth, and _twisted _his arm behind him. He could see nothing. Just blackness. Just lights flashing as his legs crumpled to the ground and he found himself on his knees. His ear tickled from the woman's hair; lips brushed at his jawline as she whispered, "So you're Stoick's boy, huh? Think you can fight one of us?"

Heart jerked. Muffled shouts puffed into her hand. He could feel each finger pushed tight into his cheeks, every fingernail digging into his left cheek. _She's an _Outcast_!_

"Stupid kid. Should've stayed at home."

_Yeah. This was a mistake._

And though the world was black already, it at once became even blacker.

White stars spun.

Then nothing.

Nothing at all.


	9. Chapter 5: Rescue (continued)

He was aware of strange muffled sounds. Sounds. _What are they?_ Felt like he should know. Something… familiar…

…_voices?_

If they were, he could not understand the words. Not most of them, anyway. He kept his eyes closed, sinking his face into something soft. Felt his fingers unfurl by his ear. He let those sounds – that strange jumble of words and non-words – pass over his hair.

"Lucky he… should be…" "Yeah, I'll look into…" "…rescue… when we did…" "should… alright… just a li-… more time…"

_They're talking about me._ That though came sluggishly through the muffled void.

A moment later, a bit more concerned: _Wait, I'm… where am I…?_

There was a pillow beneath his fingers, and the voice of two individuals – one man, one woman? – right above his head. Neither he recognized. He heard himself groaning simultaneously as pain overtook his head and nearly drowned out his conscious thoughts. _Concentrate…_ Opening his eyes, Hiccup could see little: a vague haze of dark browns and whites and pale grays. Bleary world. Blink, blink. At last vision settled, Hiccup could begin to make out objects, and the world coalesced into the less blurry existence of two hospital technicians leaning over his head.

"You're awake," the first one – a squinty-eyed woman wearing owl-like glasses and a hoard of black braids – observed.

"Uhh… yeah," Hiccup mumbled slowly. He reached for his head, and to his surprise felt not the soft touch of hair give way beneath his palm. Instead, his fingers brushed against a cloth… a bandage. Belatedly he recognized he must have received a blow to his head after the Outcast woman seized him in the gas station parking lot.

_Wait… Outcast… gas station…_

_ How did I get _here_?_

He voiced that thought aloud, along with a rather stupid-sounding, "And… where exactly is here?"

"Your school's nurse's office." That information was delivered rather accusatively, pointing subtly out to him he should not be there. This was no training mistake, after all, but an incredibly unwarranted blunder on his end. "We picked you up after your little adventure outside of Berk."

Hiccup's eyes widened, and he babbled, grueling headache forgotten, "Wait – how did you – how did I –"

"Your father's car has a tracking device on it. Berk superhero protocol, used to find missing or potentially endangered heroes, the like. Security noticed _pretty_ immediately that you were gone and had taken your father's car."

_Oh._ Well that made him feel incredibly stupid. _So much for being stealthy._

"Saved your life. A small party – I think two of your teachers? – went out after you and followed you to that gas station. They arrived apparently at the same time that some enormous scaly monster attacked you. It raced away as soon as they came, I heard, and thankfully left you behind – guess you weren't worth the effort? – and took you back to Berk. Back here, with very _luckily_ nothing worse than a blow on your head." Her finger jabbed toward Hiccup's brow, and he flinched for a moment, worried she would stab his wound, yet the finger came up short and she did not actually flick him. He groaned anyway from the residual pain on his head.

He sat then for a moment, taking in the story. For all he stupidly never considered that Stoick's car might be trackable by Berk Security Headquarters, at least that faux pas saved his life. When the Outcast had attacked him, he had not even brought a taser with him into the store, let alone his boots or his ray gun – all had been left in the car – so he would have been kidnapped, killed, or who-knows-what. Hiccup shuddered.

And then something strange from the technician's story clicked. "Wait… I got attacked by a _monster_?"

"Some sort of unidentified shapeshifting supervillain, probably."

"Oh." _She must have transformed after she knocked me out._ Hiccup remembered only a red-haired woman. "Uh, okay."

Hiccup paused, then pulled himself upright on the bed. Nobody stopped him from sitting up. "Hey, so, how bad is this?" He pointed to his head with a slightly shaking left hand. "Do I have to, ah, stay – stay here or anything for a while?"

"Let's give you a few checks to make sure you didn't get a concussion. And if not, you'll be good to go. Though _please_," she gave him a dissatisfactory glare, "just go to classes, and not outside of Berk."

His mouth dried. "Noted," he mumbled quietly.

* * *

><p>"Hey, so how's the runaway today? Feeling any better? Get some sense knocked into you?"<p>

Hiccup glared down at Snotlout as he took his seat at the far side of the room. His cousin, however, simply stood up and followed Hiccup to the corner, continuing to jibe about his failed rescue attempt. Camicazi's hair bristled, standing on end like some feral animal's, while Fishlegs cringed and stared sympathetically – if completely silently – while Snotlout's words vomited out.

Hiccup felt no desire to retaliate and defend himself against Snotlout. No words would appease his cousin; if anything, he would fuel more fire to the stronger sidekick's taunts. However, he at least expected Camicazi to run off in a long verbal diatribe about how Snotlout contained the senses of a concussed jellyfish or some other creative insult – she had done so before to him, when he peeved her off too much – yet the voice which spoke out against him was not hers. Not even Fishlegs'.

"Would you mind shutting up?"

It was Astrid. Hiccup blinked in utter shock. She should have been chewing him up, teaming with Snotlout.

"I don't need to listen to one idiot yelling at another."

_Well, at least she called _both_ of us idiots._ Snotlout's face fell, his bright blue eyes dulling slightly, and the smile slipped off his face and crashed to the floor. He gaped for a moment mid-sentence, then shuffled to his seat and sat down, carefully avoiding looking at either Hiccup or Astrid for the rest of passing period.

Hiccup tried to cast an appreciative glance toward Astrid. She only glared at him, eyes extremely frosty, before turning away from him, too.

"Well _that_ was interesting!" Camicazi exclaimed, completely unconcerned that her other classmates could hear her loud remark. She even pulled herself up on the desk, throwing one elbow on the back of the chair and the other on the desktop, to rise up and stare better at Astrid from her spot in the room.

Mindlock at least had the intelligence to speak at a regular volume, one Astrid would be less likely hear. "She just hates Snotlout more than you," he observed. He glanced up toward Hiccup, nervously squeaking, "Though she is right. I – I mean, that _was _dumb."

Hiccup fiddled with a pencil between his fingers. "Yeah. I know. I don't need another three hundred lectures on it, thanks," he mumbled. He stared down at his desk and considered adding into the doodle that someone else had begun on the wood's hard surface. He had little idea what the picture represented, yet he believed he could easily enough change it into some sort of symbol, perhaps something he could wear on his chest someday were he ever to become a full-fledged superhero.

His friends continued speaking, though, on the topic. "You're not going to do that again, are you?" Mindlock pursued worriedly. "You've gotta leave it to the professionals to save your dad. I mean sure we can do a lot but we're only sidekicks and…"

"He's my _dad_, Fishlegs," Hiccup responded tersely.

He very consciously realized Astrid was now staring at him. She had been _listening. _He could feel her eyes boring into the side of his cheek.

Fishlegs' voice dropped urgently. "Oh no. Oh no oh no oh no. No you _don't_."

Mr. Starkard stepped into the room, carrying with him an impressively enormous tower of books, along with a pack of pens and markers in his hands, so Hiccup hurriedly finished, "We'll talk about it after class."

* * *

><p>Three teenagers huddled together inside Hiccup and Fishlegs' room.<p>

"No! No, you _can't_ do that! You just _can't_! I mean, it's all great, wanting to save your father, but do you really want to get yourself killed? Because that's what you'd be doing if you went back out there."

"I know it sounds stupid," Hiccup admitted to both his friends, waving his hands in intent gestures, "but I promise you, I've got a better plan this time."

"Uh-huh. And what about the other superheroes? Don't you think that maybe _they_ have better plans? Leave it to them. They'll find your dad, Hiccup. They can do it better than you."

"Yeah… probably." Hiccup hardly understood why he remained so staunchly stubborn about this, for every one of Fishlegs' arguments had been correct and rational. Later, Hiccup would need to assess himself to understand exactly _why_ he felt such an urge to enter this suicide mission. For now, though, he understood his convictions, simply repeating, "But I'm still going to do it."

"He's got more motivation than anyone else to find Skullcrusher," Cami pointed out. Hiccup hardly knew what to make of Camicazi supporting his idea; she showed no signs of caution, which could mean his ideas were foolhardy and hair-brained. _Okay,_ _I _know_ they are._ Yet he did not know if her reactions boosted confidence or instilled questions inside him.

"Still doesn't mean he should get himself killed…" Fishlegs squeaked nervously in his own new personal mantra.

"Okay okay okay," Hiccup mumbled. He raised up a hand to try to direct conversation to him. Both sets of eyes turned to him, and he continued, "It's obvious that none of us are going to change our minds. And – and I _know_ it's stupid it's just… well, I mean, I really feel the need to do this. I really do. You know I'm not the heroic type like Astrid or the braggart like Snotlout or the mindless thug like Dogsbreath. You know I'm not geared up to be a superhero at all. I – I just want my dad back. He's the only family I got. And maybe this is the chance I need to finally prove that I can do this sidekick business, being as no one else seems to believe I can make it."

"_We_ believe you can," Cami emphasized.

"Yeah, two of you. But I need everyone to believe me. If there's one thing I've always wanted, it's to be a superhero. So that's what I'm going to try to do. I've got some new upgrades I want to make to my boots, and some other ideas for gadgets and robotics that might come in handy. How's this, Fishlegs – I don't _rush_ into it. Give me three days to make these improvements, and _then_ I go out to save Dad."

"Three days? That's it? Are you _kidding_ me? You need at least a month."

"A week."

"Three weeks."

"A week and a half."

The two looked at each other. "Two weeks," they said at the exact same time. And then Fishlegs squeaked immediately afterwards, "Eeee… but that's really not much time…"

"Two weeks is a long time for Dad to be imprisoned by Outcasts," Hiccup said. His gut twisted inside him. _Who knows what they've done to him by now… if he's even alive… oh god. _He might not have been incredibly close to his father on a day-to-day business, yet he could not abide those mental images. He attempted to push that down along with the bile rising in his throat. Attempting to speak evenly, he continued, "I'll give the league _two weeks_ to find Dad before me. I'll make some fixes, try to build some things, but two weeks from this time, and I'm leaving. You guys won't breathe a word of this to anyone?"

"No one at all," Cami said, and Fishlegs, more belatedly, grumbled, "No."

"Alright," Hiccup sighed. He pulled himself off his bed and reached toward his desk for some tools. "I guess it's time to get to work."


	10. Chapter 6: Test Drive

Hiccup dove into sketches. Hundreds of them, all racing about. Old concept arts, new ones, diagrams, calculations, carefully plotted designs. Idle scribbles from boring classes, little more than science fiction artwork. Blueprints from half-succeeded projects discarded six months back. Notes and annotations thrown about on graph paper. Analyses discussing improvements to make on currently functioning gear. Little sticky notes in half-decipherable writing complaining about broken parts. The dorm room drowned in paper, lined paper and graph paper and printer paper and notebooks and sketchbooks and textbooks and library books and every last resource – _every_ last resource – he could acquire on the subject of robotics construction.

Somewhere beneath the piles of pages there might have been a desk or two. Perhaps even a drowned, suffocating roommate. Even the ceiling sported new decorations; Hiccup began taping up designs he liked above his bed, around the windows, near the doorway. Pencils and screw drivers littered what little floor was left from his heaps of textbooks and drawings; the only place flooring actually showed was a tiny little pathway toward each bed. Slowly but surely, though, the stacks sifted; they became neater piles, one for discarded drafts, one for possibilities, and one for sure designs he would implement in the coming weeks.

_Two weeks. That's all you've got. Make the best of it._

The alarm blared at five o'clock in the morning. Fishlegs moaned like a beached whale, turning over in his bed and covering his ears in pillows. But Hiccup flew to his feet. Grabbed a book light. Began the day's work with undeterred tenacity.

Sketches drowned the floor, but metal parts, too, made their way to the bedroom. Infinite numbers of bolts and screws and hammers and screwdrivers and tools. And when Hiccup was not there, lying on his stomach with protective eye gear working on parts with his hands, he was charging to the 3D printer in the school, working out a design on the institute's modeling program.

P.E. class in the morning. Rush to philosophy. Head to law. Charge back to the dorm room. Get work done, none of it homework.

"Fixing up those boots?" Fishlegs asked, glancing as Hiccup secured his old rocket boots to his feet.

"Think I got it down now," Hiccup announced, peering down at his feet with a satisfied half-grin. "Built in some automatic sensors I'll place all over my body so the boots can turn off before I run into things. One for each foot, four for the legs, three on each arm, one for the back, one for the chest, and one…" he tapped on his forehead "…for the head, of course. Sort of need my head."

Off to dinner for a quick meal. He grabbed the tray of food and rushed to his bedroom to work and eat at the same time. And once Hiccup finished chewing on his taco, he chewed on the eraser of his pencil, leaning forward to his laptop screen as he mulled over information he read online.

"Mindlock, you're the human computer, you tell me… what're the advantages of these alloys I might use for some chest plates?"

Mindlock leaned over the computer screen, ate in the information. "Armor chest plates?"

Discussion ensued.

One yawn followed by another. "Goodnight, Hiccup."

"G'night."

"Your light's still on."

"Gonna spend more time working."

Nightfall.

Five o'clock alarm and another day of work. Rushing to the 3D printer with greater alacrity than any movement he ever showed in P.E. class.

Standing on top of headquarters eight stories above the ground. Felt wind ruffle the small tufts of hair sticking out from his newly-constructed helmet. Hiccup stared down, catching details of the concrete far below him. Inhaled shakily. Stared out toward the horizon and Berk's skyscraper skyline. Exhaled.

_I better fly like a swan rather than a brick._

He jumped.

Face dive.

Boots measured velocity, kicked in, thrusting at an angle to level Hiccup and fly him parallel to the ground. He shrieked as he spun away from concrete and began racing safely forward. He whooped in delight and aimed himself upward, gaining atmosphere. Flight. Into downtown he rushed, past twenty story skyscrapers all lined in windows, catching his reflection as he turned to the left. Hundreds of feet down cars stopped at an intersection; he flew onward, rushing through the skyline.

"Wooooohooooo!"

Smoothest flight thus far! He felt far more at ease shooting through Berk now than he had the night of the last Outcast attack.

_Now to test the sensors…_

He forced himself to fly straight toward his own reflection. He rushed toward a building full speed, forcing himself to drive like a bull right at the windows of the office building.

_Come on… come on…_ he grit his teeth.

Power cut down in his boots.

_Sensors working!_

But his velocity still shot him toward the window. The thrusters might have _stopped _in his boots, but they could not stop his current momentum.

"SHIT!"

Back to the sketchbooks. Back to the laptop. Back to launching ideas off with Mindlock, who contributed his knowledge, his numbers, his expertise. The entire time Hiccup moaned at his aching limbs, wondering if he needed to head to the nurse's office and explain he flew himself into a building.

Five o'clock alarm, next day.

Return to the top of an eight story building. "Alright, it's go time, this better work now." He glanced down at the metal bracers on his arms running from wrist to just below his elbow, each of them containing two thrusters on each forearm. It was a design he had considered implementing before; now he had finally tweaked it and was ready to test them. _This'll solve the problem about stopping with my boots. Now I can use my arms to control and slow down. And I'll get more steering using my arms as well._

An hour later he rushed into the nurse's office, begging for ointment to assuage his new burns. "No, I didn't set myself on fire!" he protested.

Back to the sketchbooks. _Thank god that was only a second degree burn._ Still horrifically painful – his skin felt raw even now, as though it still were on fire – but not as horrid an injury as it might have been.

"Alright… looks like I need some protection elsewhere."

He completely skipped mathematic class to puzzle over equations of his own, pursing his lips as he poured over hoards of numbers. Occasionally he turned to the side to glance at an in-progress firearm, puzzling at it and mumbling to himself about discharge recoil, overheating, and energy limits. Eventually he pulled out tools and began picking at the design.

The next day during sunrise he did not jump off a building, but instead charged off toward an isolated park and shot the gun at a stone wall.

He darted away a moment later, shouting ecstatically, "It worked it worked!" while leaving it up to the fire department to handle the enormous mushrooming flames taking over the park and licking around the remains of the blasted stone wall.

Hiccup treated himself to an early bedtime that night, celebrating one success in his list of operations.

For amongst the explosions of paper in his room, he had one sheet tacked firmly to the door, a checklist of everything he wished to plan out and develop before his two weeks ended. Triumphantly that evening, still holding his firearm up with proud excitement, he leaned up and checked off a single bulleted point on that list.

Five o'clock wakeup. More work.

He, Fishlegs, and Camicazi leaned together to whisper during lunch breaks, arguing about tactics of entering Skullion City. "No, you can't just waltz in the main gate!" Fishlegs would squeak apprehensively, holding up his hands and waving them in the faces of his two, more stalwart companions. Camicazi snorted, "You watch me," to which Hiccup _again_ would propose, "Let's just not do something stupid, okay?"

He leaped off the edge of a building a third time in five days, sporting more extensive armor, and rushed through the city with the birds.

Proud checkmark on the bedroom door. Thruster boots working at last.

More discussions in the lunchroom hall, this time about tools and weaponry. "How about stun grenades?" "Shouldn't you do something more lethal?" "That's what the ray gun is for."

He slipped on the new chest plate prototypes he had designed from the 3D printer. "Oh, god, wow," Hiccup murmured, hands reaching up to tap the armor on his torso with a proud metallic clang. "This looks amazing, wow." He stepped forward, turned around, beamed. _If only there were mirrors in this room…_ He rushed to the laptop, pulled up the webcam, and snapped some photos.

_Great! It works._

And then he paused.

The next moment, Camicazi received a text message asking if she were free and could help free Hiccup from the armor. Hiccup trapped in his own equipment became the topic of that evening's dinnertime. They got no work done on the planned discussion for that day: food and other necessary living equipment they would need on the upcoming mission.

Right after eating, with no little embarrassment and frustration, Hiccup charged into his bedroom to pull up his modeling program and adjust the designs of the suit.

Questions from the teachers arose, of course. "Hiccup, are you paying attention?" "Hiccup, did you forget to do your homework _again_?" "Hiccup, it's not like you to fall asleep in class."

Yet he felt… _alive_… every time he charged back into his dorm room.

Of course Mindlock protested every time Hiccup dumped another pile of parts or papers onto the floor. And frequently Mindlock reminded Hiccup that these projects were wearing him down; he couldn't sleep with all these alarms blaring off at five in the morning. Nevertheless, the two of them more often worked together, Fishlegs sympathetic to Hiccup's drive. Hiccup believed he noticed a hearty glow whenever Mindlock rattled off the statistics he stored perfectly in his mind.

They both felt more like superheroes than they ever had before. For this wasn't just training. This was the real world. A real task. A real mission.

_And it better succeed._

Hiccup watched another sunset from his window, soldering tool in hand. Another day ended, another day closer to leaving for Skullion City. The checklist on his bedroom sported some marks, though not nearly as many as he would have liked.

But there was only so long he could wait and plan.

_I'm coming for you, Dad._

_And I think… I will be ready._
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"That," Mindlock crowed, with no hidden admiration, "is _amazing_."

The two teenagers stood in their crowded dorm room, feet carefully planted between stacks of papers, books, and discarded parts, daring not to even shuffle a foot for fear of knocking over a stack. The room might have been the skyline to some high density populated city, so high and clustered were the columns of books. A printed map of Skullion City rested to the right of Hiccup's hand, certain districts of the city circled and marked. Hastily scrawled annotations covered the borders. Alongside it rested Hiccup's ray gun, his cell phone, a taser, a small halogen flashlight, his wallet, a water bottle, several mechanical pencils, and other relevant odds and ends.

"I have no idea," Mindlock continued babbling, eyes staring not at any of the contents on the bed, but straight at Hiccup, "how you managed to do that in thirteen days."

"Well, ah," Hiccup mumbled, running a hand behind his head and feeling at the metal helmet he wore, "it gets the job done, I guess." He shrugged, the sound of alloys scraping softly alongside his armor chest plate.

"Gets the job done? _Gets the_ _job done?_" Fishlegs exclaimed fanatically, throwing his thick arms forward and gesturing wildly toward his roommate. "How can you _just_ say that this gets the job done?"

"Because it _does_." Hiccup leaned down and fiddled with one of the bracers on his forearms. One narrow gimballed rocket ran along the top of his forearm, nozzle pointing out just beyond his leather-padded elbow. "I ran out of time. Tomorrow it's been two weeks since Dad –" his voice halted, and he hurried on, leaving out some words from his thoughts as he continued "– and that's when I said I'd leave here to search. It's been two weeks, Fishlegs. I can't wait any longer even though," and his voice fell to a bit more of a mumble, "there's a _lot_ more to work out."

Fishlegs snorted. "Of course there is. You only had _two weeks_ for this. That still doesn't mean it's impressive, Hiccup. Frankly, I wouldn't have even imagined someone could do this in half a year! A year, even!" Before Hiccup could protest, Mindlock began rattling off every feature on the suit, beginning with the heavily-modified rocket boots running up Hiccup's calves. "Dynamically vectored thruster system A-1 stage engine rocket boots, four circular-tube configuration fueled cylinders arranged in square formation, constructed of a nickel chromium X750 Inconel Alloy one fifteenth of an inch thick, designed with fuel double-passing to operate as both an energy source and a coolant…"

"Mindlock…" Hiccup warned, intentionally using his roommate's sidekick name to remind the teen _not_ to rattle off every spec down to the coolant bulk temperature at the throat and the rocket's particular adiabatic processes. Otherwise, he would be hearing Fishlegs spew out every equation, beginning with Twc = Twg – (qt)/k and ending with Vco = ((Wr)/ρ)/((N/2)*(πd2)/4). _Sometimes it's handy having a human computer as a roommate, sometimes… not._ Admittedly, Fishlegs' memory banks _had_ supplied the idea in the first place for the rockets to be vectored – rather than fixed – alongside the leg calf. "It means you won't have to use the small rockets on your forearms so much for steering," his roommate had proclaimed. "Allowing the rockets on your feet to pivot is all you need to adjust your direction and velocity."

Fishlegs managed to quit rambling off information about the boots, but still continued to make his point about Hiccup's incredible achievement, next yammering about the sensors planted on his upper legs. "…and then you've got four capacitive and inductive proximity sensors with Doppler effect motion sensors attached next to extra rocket fuel energy compartments, and durable hinged bracers on your legs running up to your thigh to prevent G force injuries…"

"I get it, Mindlock. I made all this, remember?" Hiccup groaned. He grouchily wrapped his gloved hands around the black leather utility belt which ran around his waist.

"…main plasma motor power core implemented into the front of the chest plate on your armor, which might not be _maximally_ aerodynamic, but still provides energy for longer rocket flights and…"

"Okay, okay, I get it, and come on!"

"…helmet containing a wide variety of sensors, an earpiece, and wireless headset which uses short-wavelength UHF radio waves to exchange data and…"

"Are you done?" Sarcasm dripped from Hiccup's voice.

With a little squeak, Fishlegs pointed to the bed, mumbled, "And that ray gun," then fell silent. He opened his mouth, closed it, and then opened it once more to finalize, "That's impressive."

It certainly did sound like a lot once Fishlegs described it that way. No mind many of these devices had been half-completed projects or blueprinted designs before the two week rush, and that materials like the sensors had simply been borrowed rather than constructed by hand, the amount of constructing and testing _had_ been insane. "Well, thank you, Fishlegs." Hiccup's cheeks twitched into half a smile. "I guess I _did_ do a lot in a short time."

"I'll say!"

"Hopefully enough." Hiccup's left hand rose to his hand to cover a yawn, then fell down to his side. His eyes turned toward the map of Skullion City, and especially to a location on the paper with a big red star. Next to the star, he had scribbled the words, _Search here first._ "And hopefully I'm not too late…"

Fishlegs, a rather queasy and nervous personality by nature, did not know how to respond. His eyes twitched away from Hiccup for a moment, and then in a voice a bit too high pitched for comfort, squeaked, "Eeeee… how about we go… see a demonstration of your flight suit! Yeah! How's that?"

Hiccup squinted, detecting Fishlegs' motivation to avoid an awkward conversation. Both knew Stoick could be anywhere in the world beyond Skullion City… or in critical medical condition… or dead. _Oh god. Okay yeah let's not think about that._ "Demonstration it is!" Hiccup announced, pumping his arm his half-forced enthusiasm. He wheeled about on the heel of one of his boots, grabbed his ray gun, and then carefully but quickly picked his way through paper stacks toward the door. "Outside we go!"

"Right behind you," Fishlegs assured him. Yet a short moment later, Hiccup heard an enormous _thump_. Hiccup frowned. _Did he just trip on something?_ Mindlock, from behind him, shouted, "I'm okay!" Then the room rumbled, and the horrible explosive thunk of collapsing book towers followed. Hiccup flinched as he heard one of his textbook stacks crash to the floor. "Less okay!" Fishlegs called out next.

"For the love of God…" Hiccup turned around to unbury his roommate. That, unfortunately, took no little time, but rather a whole lot of cursing, shouting, and _other_ stacks falling down on top of them. If the room had looked like a tornado before, now it modeled the apocalypse.

"Oh well," Hiccup mumbled, clomping out of the room with metal clunks accenting every footfall. "I'll clean it up later."

"You mean _I'm_ cleaning it up," Fishlegs complained, scuttling behind him and shrugging on a coat that somehow had avoided massacre in the collapse of half their book buildings. "_You're_ going to be leaving the dorm, _I'm _going to be cleaning." As much as Fishlegs offered his assistance in Hiccup's plans, he did not fancy charging off to Skullion City himself. Camicazi seemed far more likely to tag behind Hiccup, and in fact had brought up that suggestion several times over the last week.

"Okay, okay, fine, you clean it up, I'll owe you… _something_… later," Hiccup amended. "How's that?"

"Fine," Fishlegs mumbled. "Though that's a really big IOU. I'm going to have _bruises_ from this, Hiccup. Bruises! I get enough of those from training, I don't need any from my _room_."

The two boys passed down the hall, none too quietly, and bustled toward the student lounge. The narrow dorm corridors opened up to the larger room. "It'll be an IOU of _anything_ you want," Hiccup assured Fishlegs, moving past a couch. He glanced at the couch twice, first casually, the second time worriedly. There, propped against a cushion, rested Storm Fly, an impressively thick textbook resting on her lap, and several school binders splayed along the floor.

Blue eyes narrowed suspiciously as Hiccup passed. He quickened his pace before she could demand what he and his roommate were up to. His armor suit hardly appeared inconspicuous, after all.

Only when Fishlegs and Hiccup reached the elevator did he exhale. "She didn't follow us, did she?" Hiccup asked nervously.

"Who? Astrid?" Mindlock inquired.

"Yeah."

"Why would she follow us?"

"I wouldn't put it past Storm Fly. She doesn't like me."

"Yeah, I figured that out pretty quickly. Why doesn't she? I mean, she's usually a pretty prickly person anyway, but like, the first time you walked in, she looked like she wanted to hurl you into space."

The elevator let out a cheerful ding and opened its doors. Both teenagers left the elevator and then hurried to the nearest outdoor exit. Hiccup reached the door first, flinging it open, and welcoming the sudden blast of cool evening air and chirruping crickets. Further out, he could hear the moan of traffic perpetually running through city streets.

"She probably does," Hiccup admitted. "We didn't have a… ah…. ah… good first meeting." He grimaced. "It's a shame. I always admired her heroics. Followed her on the news, y'know." He hurried onto a new topic of conversation before Fishlegs might consider Hiccup _felt_ anything for Astrid – which wasn't true – so he instead loudly proclaimed, "Alright. Head up to the field on the east side? That a good place for me to show a few tricks?"

"Sure," said Fishlegs amiably.

They took a turn left, trotting toward the far side of the building. Both were becoming a little eager to see Hiccup's gadgets in use. Though Fishlegs had simply suggested the idea to turn their minds off grimmer topics, now both boys truly wished to see some stunts.

They paused only once they reached a small lawn of grass, interspersed with shadowy oaks and ash trees. In the process Hiccup stomped straight through a flower bed, heavy boots leaving remarkably deep marks in the soil. "Whoops," Hiccup mumbled, but continued running regardless. "Alright, how's this?"

"Great!" Fishlegs bubbled with energy. "Oh, this is going to be so cool. It's like you're half cyborg!"

_Don't you mean just cyborg? A cyborg is already just half man, half machine,_ Hiccup thought to himself, but did not make a correcting remark. Instead, he leaned down, tightened his bracers, and then pulled himself up to his full, non-impressive height. With a smile he proclaimed, "Here goes!"

He launched into the air.

One moment, the small lawn was dark, only a few dimmed windows from office buildings and dorm rooms casting light into the night. Then, the entire black sky erupted into the bright red of launching rockets. Hiccup shot upward, knees locked, arms angled thirty degrees from his side as his secondary arm thrusters activated. Above the rumble of rockets and the whipping of wind in his face, he believed he heard an exuberant shout from the ground, "Whoa! Awesoooooome!"

His eyes gazed at the blackened night sky. He rushed toward stark nothingness. And then, deeming himself sufficiently high, he angled his arms to begin turning downward. The sensors in his arms signaled his boot pistons to turn, allowing Hiccup to gracefully arc in the sky and then begin flying at an angle toward the ground. He swooped toward the superhero headquarters building, intent on passing just over the eight story roof. _Crap!_ Hiccup's hip briefly smacked into the side of the building before he pulled himself slightly upward. His utility belt lightened. And even as he continued flying, now angling back toward the lawn, he noticed a small black ray gun plummeting to the ground. _Ug, now I have to go find it,_ he grumbled.

Hiccup could not exactly gauge to where the ray gun had fallen; he only saw a small black object plunge into black shadows. With a frustrated shrug, he glided to the ground, stumbling quickly as he landed and the boots shut off, fire briefly catching behind him. He stomped it out then darted toward Fishlegs, who was in turn running toward him. "That was amazing!" his roommate exclaimed.

"I dropped my gun when I clipped the building," Hiccup said at once. He pointed to the center of the lawn. "I think I dropped it over there."

They trotted to the center and began fumbling at the grass. "Man it's dark here," Fishlegs grumbled. "You think light pollution would at least come in handy for finding things."

"And I left my flashlight up in my bedroom," Hiccup bemoaned. He pulled off his leather gloves, tucked them in his belt, and began fumbling at the grass with bare fingers. His palms rushed over nothing but dirt, grass, and the occasional fallen leaf. "Crap. How do I _always_ manage to lose things?" Fishlegs opened his mouth, and then Hiccup snapped, "Don't mention the state of the bedroom!"

"Actually, I was just going to ask if you wanted me to return to the dorm and get the flashlight?"

Hiccup paused. He stared at the darkened ground on his hands and knees, peering into the night. He could not spot his weapon anywhere. "Yeah," he said. "Probably a good idea."

"Alright. Be right back." Mindlock trotted to the nearest set of doors, swiped himself inside with his ID, and disappeared inside.

Hiccup nearly screeched when he heard a voice behind him. "So. _That's_ what you've been up to." As it was, he threw himself around, tripped, fell on his rear, and began automatically scrambling backward in a crabwalk. "Oh my god!" he said as his heart seized once. "Storm Fly!"

She stepped out from behind an oak tree, arms crossed, eyebrows angled sharply in a disapproving frown. Glaring down at Hiccup, she continued, "I wondered if you were up to something. You haven't been at our school long, but even _I_ knew it was strange for you to fall asleep in class."

She leaned down to inspect his armor. Hiccup, in a stupor, did not move.

"So this is the project you've been working on? This stupid… uh… what is it?"

"Flight suit," Hiccup said, voice slightly dry, slightly defensive and hurt. _I knew it. She _did_ follow us! How long has she been watching?_

"That's really it? That's more important than classes and learning how to be a superhero?"

_She better not find out about my plan to rescue Dad. That needs to stay a secret until I'm well out of Berk. _"This _is_ part of superhero training," Hiccup insisted, putting on a false smile and attempting to spike his speech with vigor. "You know, better equipment to be a better sidekick!" He ended his falsehood with an anxious laugh.

"Right," she snorted. Storm Fly was clearly unconvinced. She continued inspecting the armor, not with the reverence Fishlegs had, but with a clear disdain twisting her jaws. Her eyes scoured over the sensors and the metal chest plate with disgust. Instead of leaning in to point at something, she kept her arms crossed and body straightened. "You're up to something."

"Me? What? No," Hiccup insisted. He finally pulled himself to his feet, but still took another step or two back from his classmate. They now stood a rather awkward distance apart for two conversing, yet Hiccup did not want to be an inch nearer to her now. _Oh god, why did it have to be _Storm Fly_? Why does it always have to be Storm Fly?_ It was cruel fate that the superhero sidekick he revered so much as a civilian had become his bane in superhero training.

"Is it extra training?" she inquired dubiously. "You've been so hopeless you have to do some extra projects? Or is it because you're Skullcrusher's son that you get to…" And her jaw remained open even as her words trailed off. In the dark Hiccup could see Astrid's eyes spark with understanding. _"You're planning on going after your father! In this stupid junk!"_

"What? What? No, no no no no no…" Hiccup protested futilely, waving his hands hastily before him. "That – that's crazy… that's…"

"That's totally what you're doing." She barged into his personal bubble now, storming up and poking him in the chest. "You're going after him. That's why you don't care about school. You're ignoring_ all_ of superhero protocol to go on a mission you aren't assigned to."

"Okay, okay, you got me, so maybe I am…"_ Hurry up, Fishlegs. Get back here! I need your back-up._

"Do you know how stupid and dangerous that is?" she fumed. She threw her hands in the air. "Ever since we met, you've been running off… _gallivanting_… into things you have no idea how to do! That's so idiotic and irresponsible!"

"How's that irresponsible? I'm going after my dad!" Hiccup insisted. And, still thinking sullenly about how she had insulted his equipment, mumbled, "And this isn't 'stupid junk'."

"Oh yeah?" she stormed. "Then why is it that, every time you try to do something 'heroic,' people end up having to rescue _you_?"

Crickets chirruped. For the first time since Astrid had barged into the clearing, the outdoors were silent. He heard his feet shuffling softly in the grass.

"How do you think this is going to be any different?" she asked. Her voice had quieted to some, which meant speaking at normal volumes instead of critical shouts. However, her words were not any gentler; she could be scathing whether she whispered or screamed at the top of her lungs. "We'll just have to go off saving _you_ once you try to get your father."

Embarrassment clutched Hiccup's belly. _She's right,_ he knew. _She doesn't hate me for no reason._ As much as Fishlegs seemed baffled at Storm Fly's hostile treatment toward Hiccup, it _did _make sense. _Every time she's been around me, I've failed, and I've made more work for the superheroes rather than less. I'm not just useless to her… I'm a menace._

"How about…" he said slowly, gesturing to his armor, "I show you I'm prepared this time." _This better not backfire on me._

As a response, Astrid huffed. "No. I'm turning you in. The school board needs to know what you're going to do. It's dangerous, it's stupid, it's…"

"You have to give me a chance to explain!" Hiccup exclaimed. Their voices were rising again, each response amplified over the last.

"I'm not listening to _anything_ you have to say!"

He reached out a hand anyway, clutching at the dark. "Then I won't say anything. Just let me show you."
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She stared at his hand as though it were a rat. Well, she did at _first_. Even in the dark, Hiccup could see the iciness in Storm Fly's blue eyes slowly fade, and the disgust in her pupils morph to something else. Something… uncertain. Perhaps even warily curious. It meant she halted for a long time, standing frozen and doing nothing, as she fought with herself about whether or not to accept Hiccup's wordless flight suit demonstration.

Hiccup could only guess what whirled in her mind. This lack of certainty only unnerved him more, and he could feel his palms sweating beneath his gloves, and his heart beat up heavily against the monitors he wore on his chest. _If she turns me into the school board…_ he tried not to think of what would happen. _But if she says 'okay' and I have to show her my flight suit…_ Well, that possibility discomfited him, too. Could he _actually_ effectively explain and convince her that she should not report this flight suit and his plans to rescue Stoick? Whatever she said, whatever she chose, Hiccup feared for it. He could only hope that he would endure a minimal amount of pain for it.

A subtle shift in Storm Fly's facial expression cued Hiccup she had made her decision. She pursed her lips slightly, looked Hiccup in the eye, and then said, quite simply, perhaps a little haltingly, "Okay."

His heart rate increased, pulse rattling his breastplate. "Alright." He sucked his breath inward nervously. "Um." He looked at the ground. Gave a nervous jittering laugh and winced up at her. "So…"

"You said you wouldn't talk," she snapped pointedly. "Just 'show me'."

"Right…" Hiccup realized at once he was speaking again and hurriedly clamped his mouth shut. Instead, he lifted his left hand and pointed gawkily upward to the night sky.

Storm Fly understood. Some invisible puppet strings lifted her gently in the air so that she floated two feet off the ground, hovering. Hiccup believed he could feel some cold air shifting beneath them like a miniature, local breeze. Nervously, he followed suit, reactivating the thrusters of his boots.

Unlike Storm Fly, he could not precisely hover, and definitely not lift off sweetly and gently. He shot upward rapidly, zipping past the trees in no time at all, and glanced downward to check if Storm Fly were following him in his rocketed rush to the moon.

Yes. In a whirlwind she roared right behind him. Angry gales launched her into the air after Hiccup, whipping her hair back, shoving her forward. _Okay, great._ Admittedly, though, Hiccup felt both nerve wracked and relieved to note her on his tail.

They could not fly upward forever, nor would it be prudent to do so, so Hiccup altered his course, arcing downtown. At once he dropped in velocity and somersaulted in the sky. Skylights spun with stars in a hectic, nauseating blender. _Crap._ The turn should have been easy to do without wobbling so much, yet his nervousness fed into a sloppy performance. _Come on… restabilize._ Air rattled, turbulence chucked him downward, but at last he steadied his path, and sailed the rest of his way smoothly toward skyscrapers.

_God… I can't believe _she_ is watching me._ He almost lost control again. _This is easy. You're just flying. Stay smooth, Hiccup, stay smooth._

He yelped – flashed quickly to the left – narrowly avoided a collision with a streetlamp – continued flying.

_Right, just like that. Can't be smoother than running into poles._

Crap! Tree! Another hasty redirection.

_Note to self: in the future, develop some speed settings for these boots._

Buildings grew, stacked themselves skyward. Hiccup and his wordless follower angled themselves up and adjusted their course to weave between buildings. Storm Fly's powers whipped enormous gusts of air; the constricted channels between skyscrapers forced the tempests to roar even faster, even louder, and rattled so angrily Hiccup could almost not hear the rumble of his own jet thrusters. He did not know when she decided to fly alongside him rather than behind him – but no more did she quite pursue him, but rather rocket herself alongside him.

With grace and assurance she navigated herself, her storms and her body one. She placed her hands forward as though to dive into waters, then suddenly bent herself down, leaning into a face-first plunge targeted straight for the shining carlights standing still so distantly below. She swirled up, loop-de-looped, then returned to her path shooting directly alongside Hiccup. Hiccup, not wanting his equipment to appear inadequate next to her natural superhuman flight, turned as sharply as he could left, then rollercoastered downward himself, deep into one of Little Italy's alleyways. He ducked beneath a banner, spun his body around, and flew staring up at the building's rising roofs with his back turned to the ground. Storm Fly dipped down herself, replicated his maneuver, and then slipped off into an even narrower street.

It became a game of curling through avenues, twisting and dipping and rising and falling, looping and weaving and soaring and diving. Duck beneath archways. Flit beyond street signs. Whip past stoplights, brushing just over red LEDs. Flashing through quilts of lit and unlit apartment lights. Zip between cars, or shoot off so far above them they appeared distant stars themselves. And as she spun and she twirled through downtown Berk, she pulsed in the glows of every color of the rainbow – the reds of restaurant LEDs bathing her briefly before the bright green of a traffic light overtook her before the oranges of some other store sign washed her anew.

Then they both hurled themselves straight upward, falling to the sky, falling upward, plummeting to the clouds, and at last slapping themselves straight in the face with ink black thunderheads. The entire world snapped to unaltered darkness, and after a moment unbreathing in this night, they had to righten themselves, turn around, and return to the world of skylights and vision.

Hiccup almost did not hear an electronic beeping near his ear: a warning chirp for low rocket fuel. He took the lead, ushering Storm Fly toward the top of Berk's tallest building, and steadied himself for a land. Like an airplane he found himself stumbling forward on a long runway, nearly charging off the end of the roof as he sought to slow his momentum. Yet stop he finally did, standing about a foot near the edge. Berk rose before him; he could see every street of Chinatown and the distant winking lights of the city's quiet suburbs. Somehow, in the midst of all this technology, traffic, and stark fluorescent lights, he could feel… peace.

Storm Fly's whirlwinds disrupted the night for a moment before she, too, landed. She stepped alongside Hiccup and ate up the view herself. She stared down at Berk City Park, a peculiar sylvan jungle in the midst of blocky urbanization, then fastened her gaze out to the distance where Berk winked away into sparsely settled countryside.

"I've always liked to come up here." Hiccup started at the sound of her speaking. Even though Storm Fly spoke quietly, he had not heard human voices for long enough that the noise surprised him. "It's something I'll do when I get some time off. I like to practice my flight techniques out here, and this place is a perch when I need a quick break."

Hiccup's response was even quieter than her delicate comments. "Yeah," he breathed. Night swirled around him. "Great place."

"You can see everything from here," she said. "It's amazing."

_So are you._ Hiccup dared not speak it aloud. Yet after experiencing her incredible flight abilities firsthand, he could not help but admire her all the more. His nascent flying abilities were nothing compared to her assured grace and unmatched dexterity.

Instead, he awkwardly coughed out, "Yeah, um, I just landed here because I was running low on fuel."

"Right." She glanced at his boots. He could not see any scorn in her eyes now. "I suppose you _would_ need to worry about that." Storm Fly seemed to be re-remembering that his flight abilities were artificial, not of superhuman birth. "Though I will admit…" she battled with herself. It took some moments of fighting, but at least she grudgingly acknowledged, "That wasn't bad flying." And she abruptly slugged him on the arm – not too roughly – but still with enough force that Hiccup briefly staggered.

"Uh, thanks?" _Why did she hit me?_ And then he realized she had given him a compliment. "Oh… ahhh… _thanks_."

The two shuffled awkwardly, Storm Fly coughed, and they returned their gaze to the city below them.

Words broke silence again. "I do mean it, though," Storm Fly hesitantly continued. "You… know I've been a bit irritated with you."

Barely daring to acknowledge that, Hiccup mumbled, "Yeah…" so lowly that his conversant might not have heard him.

"Well, maybe you know why. Or maybe not. It's just…" She steeled herself. "Okay, look. I find protecting Berk incredibly important. We've been at _war_ here with these Outcasts for way too long. My parents, my uncles – everyone in my family – have been fighting supervillains for a while, so I've seen how horrible these battles are. I lost an uncle to a villain called Frightmare when I was just a girl. The civilians of Berk might feel more or less safe because we superheroes are protecting them, but I can't help but be… worried. Our parents' battle is about to becomes _ours_. And I want to make sure that the city is safe. That… _we_ are safe."

Hiccup listened but did not dare to speak.

"Then you come along. And you seem like you're trying to fight _for_ us, but you keep on screwing up."

Hiccup winced.

"Protecting the city is the job of superheroes, and staying safe is the job of civilians. Non-superpowered folk like you should stay indoors so that I can do my job better. Not make it harder. Dumb mistakes like you've been doing so far could kill people."

"Sorry," Hiccup mumbled, abashed. Guilt washed over him anew, thinking back to when they had first met. Storm Fly would not have needed to engage in such a dangerous battle with that Outcast had Hiccup remained at home.

"It still infuriates me." Storm Fly's voice hardened. "I don't _like_ it. I want Berk Superhero Security Headquarters to run smoothly with proficient superheroes _saving_ the city. You've… got… disadvantages. You're not very good at what you want to do."

"Yeah, I know, I know."

"So I don't want people like you in the program. You're a safety risk."

"Yeah."

"For the entire city."

"Yeah I _know_." Hiccup's mumbles were changing from mortification to irritation. _Does she have to rub it in?_

"But maybe…" And she looked him in the eye. Hiccup, nervous, tried to return her gaze. "I guess maybe you won't _always_ be a risk."

Hiccup's eyes dropped in thought. And a bit of shock.

"Your gadgets are a little stupid looking and rough now, but you did some pretty good – I mean, not too bad – flying." She cleared her throat self-consciously. With a little bit of uncharacteristic timidity, she brushed her blonde bangs from her eyes. "Maybe you actually can do this after all."

"I guess I'll have to."

"Right… your father."

Hiccup regretted bringing that up and reminding her about all the Superhero Headquarters policies he planned to violate tomorrow.

"Do you really think it's a good idea? I mean… are you serious?"

"Yes." And he said it with full resolution, turning to face her directly for the first time. She seemed to notice the conviction in his stance, for sympathy overtook her eyes, perhaps even a bit of respect, and she responded, a bit quietly, "Okay. Then what will you do?"

"Rescue him. I have a plan."

"Okay." She seemed to want more information, but instead let her single-word response hang in the air. Watching him curiously, she at last followed up, "I'm not going to stop you."

"Thanks."

"Don't read too much into it," she warned, her voice becoming sharp again, and sounding like the Storm Fly he had first met. She stabbed a finger toward his breastplate. "This is still _insane_ for a non-powered boy to try to be a superhero. If you keep messing up –" and her voice raised "– I _will_ not tolerate it, and I _will_ tell the school _every_ rule I know you broke."

"That's fair," said Hiccup. He felt… relieved… even as she shouted at him. They had reached an understanding, a truce of sorts. It hardly amounted to friendship, yet perhaps it meant less shouting and less cringing in the future.

"Now we should probably get back to headquarters," she suggested. "I don't want to be falling asleep in class."

"Yeah." Hiccup said. The two looked down at the street below. Belatedly, he remembered the reason he had landed on this roof in the first place. "Um… could you fly me back?"


	13. Chapter 8: Mission

This was it.

This was _it._

That thought should not have been revolutionary. Not in any way, shape, or form. How obsessively had Hiccup stared over the calendar these last few weeks, eyes intent on the passage of Monday to Tuesday to Wednesday to Thursday? How meticulously had he prepared for this very date, keeping it in mind every hour these past two weeks, internalizing the Absolute Importance of this one morning? Perhaps it was _because_ he had concentrated so heavily on this specific date that it felt this monumental to finally wake up – five o'clock AM as custom – and do something he had anticipated with undying thirst.

This was the day all his hard efforts paid off.

Hiccup launched himself out of bed, scurrying toward the corner of the room which stashed all his prepared materials: the ray gun, the boots, the arm braces, the helmet, the map… everything. Excitement coursed over him as he scrambled into his suit and strapped every gadget onto his belt. Last night's near-sleepless dropped away in a second, and he felt enlivened, more energized than he had been since the day he first learned he would attend this school, perhaps more energized than he had ever been his entire life.

Map, check.

Water bottle, check.

Wallet, check.

Taser, check – watch, check – ray gun, check – rocket fuel, check – extra bolts and screws, check – cell phone, check – cell phone _charger_, check – flashlight, check – batteries, check – ropes, check – gloves, check – protein bars, check, check, check.

This was it.

_I'm ready._

He hoped so, anyway. If he were not ready, he could either give up – _Not an option,_ he told himself – or fail – _God, I hope not._ He shuddered as he secured some straps on his right forearm and rubbed his hand up and down the arm brace, ascertaining it would not jostle and rub at his arm. His fingers hovered idly for a moment as he worriedly envisioned a scenario where his father's enemies captured _him_ too.

_No no no no no no no don't think about that._

He concentrated on fixing his boot and thinking positive thoughts. Meticulously he ran over in his head the plan he, Fishlegs, and Camicazi had toiled over the past two weeks during lunch and dinner hours. Then the back-up plan. The back-up to the back-up plan.

Slipped on the second boot. Nodded to himself, contented, believing he might actually be able to pull off this insane scheme.

_Maybe if this works out, Dad won't question my lack of superpowers again._

With that optimistic thought, he swung himself around, a slight hum under his breath, and headed to the dorm room door, not even bothering to tromp around every stack of papers scattered across the floor. He did not need them anymore.

From the back of the room, a swollen mound of sheets and pillows stirred, shifting slightly at first, but then rising and growing. Fishlegs shed blankets from his face in a process more elaborate than a new butterfly breaking from its cocoon. Hiccup watched silently as his roommate, blinking wearily, tried to focus his tired eyes on his friend.

"Mmmmhhhh hey I wannid t'wish y'g'look… errrr… uh, luck," he mumbled stickily.

Hiccup nodded once, his hands resting on the doorknob. "Thanks," he said. "Couldn't have gotten this far without you."

"Mmhm," his roommate moaned, sounding more like dying wind than a human being. He started to sink back into the quicksand of his pillows and comforters.

Hiccup sighed with some amused exasperation. "Okay, go back to bed. I'll see you in a few days." He forced a smile on his face, tried to thrust himself through the door with some vigor, and marched out of his room…

…to collide directly with _something_ blocking his path. With a shout he started, brushing up against something short and spiky, before realizing Camicazi stood gallantly right before him. Her hair still appeared a disastrous tangle, a battered bird's nest exploding out beyond her head, but the rest of her costume appeared classy indeed. The Burglar flaunted a full-black spandex jumpsuit wrapped around in lairs of impressive black belts and coiled ropes. She poised herself straight-backed, proud as any ancient Greek goddess sculpture. However, her face appeared more like a raccoon's than a deity's, for she wore a narrow black eye-holed mask which covered her eyebrows and nose bridge.

"Today's the day!" she squeaked out in a voice _far_ too loud for five o'clock AM. Aural blasts punched Hiccup's ears and ricocheted over and over down the hall. "Are ya ready?"

Hiccup, puzzled, demanded, "What… what are you doing here?" He gestured sweepingly to her elaborate costume, hands fumbling awkwardly in the air before her ensemble of gadget-laden belts. "And what is _that_?"

"You know what that is!" she proclaimed exuberantly. She struck another pose, one for the cover of a magazine. As tiny and young as she was, she still made an impressive figure. "Super suit! Super suit! I'm looking _swash_ in this super suit."

"…swash?" Hiccup bumbled. Pressing on beyond the peculiar slang, he asked, more to point, "Okay, but Cami, I'm going _alone_, you know that, you…"

"What? No you're not." She threw her hands on her hips, puffing herself up to her full height, which rather impressively was _almost_ at Hiccup's chest. The wild hair-like animal attached to her head bristled indignantly. "We _talked_ about this, Hiccup. We _talked_ about it."

He waved his hands more frantically this time, attempting to shut her up. "Quiet down, quiet!" he hissed fervently. Hiccup could hear Fishlegs shuffling from behind the shut dorm room door, and he could only hope others down the hallway were not stirring likewise. How laughable it would be if he failed his mission before even _leaving_ superhero headquarters. "No one can know what's going on! _No_ one, Camicazi. And I know I asked you for a lot of help, and I know we sometimes talked about rescue plans that involved you and Fishlegs, but all of us _know_ that in the end we decided it'd be stupid to have two people come with me."

"It's not _stupid_," she insisted sullenly.

"Let me finish! You _agreed_,Camicazi, that you'd keep your lips sealed and that I'd be going alone. I think you even said the words 'I promise' three days ago."

She crossed her arms. The manner in which she pouted might have been a superhero ability on its own. "I changed my mind."

"This is insufferable," Hiccup groaned.

"Wouldn't be if you let me tag alooooong…"

From behind him, Hiccup heard a door click. _Great,_ he groaned to himself. A voice asked, "What's going on?"

"Fishlegs, Hiccup's agreed to let us come with us." Camicazi addressed her new conversant, a still-bleary-eyed teen who had finally pulled himself out from bed, stumbled across the room, and staggered outside to investigate the heated conversation occurring right outside his home.

_Are you kidding me?_ "No! I haven't agreed to this!"

Fishlegs studied Camicazi and Hiccup both, red-rimmed eyes sweeping from one companion to the other. He slowly processed which individual spoke the truth. Though he boasted the mind of a computer, apparently his brain booted up slowly in the mornings and processed painfully slowly. At last he deduced correctly, "Camicazi, quit getting your hopes up. It's a dangerous mission anyway."

"Exa-a-a-a-actly!" she crowed, ignoring the fact Fishlegs was telling her to stay home in Berk. She swung her pointer finger triumphantly across both of the boys. "That's why I need to come along. Come _on_,Hiccup."

_Wow, this is _definitely_ how I expected to be starting this morning._ Hiccup had hoped to be halfway to Skullion City by the time, not bogged down in the hallways arguing with his two closest friends, the people who should have been _helping_ him leave the place.

Camicazi continued to rattle off, "There's so many reasons that you should let us come. I _know_ we came up with a plan where you went off by yourself and 'finalized' it last week or whatever, but it's just better not to go alone. No superhero goes off alone, you know that. Okay, your dad did, but now he's kidnapped, right? He didn't take his sidekick Gobber with him. Superheroes _need_ sidekicks, and sidekicks need sidekicks. We've both got some superpowers you don't have, and that could help, especially if something bad happens like the last time you left the city…"

She could have continued on in a raging storm of arguments, yet Hiccup threw his hands up, waving black gloves right in her face. "Okay, okay, fine. You can come."

"Yippee!"

"I don't have to, do I?" Fishlegs moaned, finally processing the semantics of this conversation. Hiccup could almost see the Start Menu powering up in the teenager's mind.

"Yes," Camicazi insisted, at the same moment Hiccup declared, "No." They glanced at one another, frowned, and then attempted again. "Yes." "No." They spoke over one another once more.

After heaving a long sigh and scratching the back of his head with a thick fist, Mindlock responded, "Alright, so, ah, as much as I'd like to, and as much as I wish you luck… I-I-I-I –" the pitch of his voice shot upward "– am gonna stay here." He gave a nervous titter. "I wish you the best, though!"

"Thank you," Hiccup said, and before Camicazi could wail and wake half the floor, he grabbed her firmly by the arm and began dragging her away, boots clomping indomitably toward the lounge and the elevator beyond.


	14. Chapter 8: Mission (continued)

Tearing eyelids. Rattling jaw. High speed racing. Loud-voiced screeches.

Painful, short bursts of light amidst blackness pulsated past Hiccup in a nauseating rush. His entire body buzzed and jolted, only upsetting worse his queasy gut. His hands especially vibrated into numbness, every knuckle in every finger shattering from shaking, yet no matter what – _no. matter. what._ – he would not let go of the train.

Technically he was safe to loosen his grip – even let go entirely. A belaying rope and carabiner secured him to the side of a speeding subway. He believed Camicazi – he really did – that the cord would keep him fastened to the train; still, it was one thing to internally believe that this thin cable would keep him safely attached regardless, a whole other thing to act against his adrenaline and physically let go.

So he clung onto the side of slippery steel, clutching his teeth so tightly his gums ached, and wished with all his might the metro would be stopping soon. He could not keep his grip on the train's side much longer. There wasn't much _grip_ to begin with anyway.

_Why was it a good idea to hitch a ride on the metro again?_ He reminded himself the reasons over and over as his jaw jangled and knuckles rapped one against another. He squeezed his eyes shut as they took a wild bend. _Because the superheroes could track me any other way easily. They could follow honing devices in my father's car or Gobber's motorbike. They could see I purchased a ticket on the metro and see my face on the surveillance cameras. Here, clinging to the side of the train… I should be… invisible._

It still did not comfort him.

Not at these horrid speeds.

_It just means no one will know where I died…_

In his ears he heard the screech of the tracks and of his traveling companion. The latter lasered his eardrum; with every screech Camicazi emitted into Hiccup's earpiece, he winced and grit his teeth even harder. _Why _had he connected the two of them up with the earpiece again?

"WHEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE YEEEEHAAAAAAAAAW!"

_She_ apparently shared none of his fears about hanging along the side of a rapidly moving vehicle; she wildly hooted and hollered as though riding a rollercoaster. If he peered directly ahead of him in the flashing lights and narrow tunnel space, he could see her soaring, hands raised outward, neither touching the side of the train. She planted only her boots on the train side. Fingers nearly scraped the top of the tunnel in her unnecessary "no hands" maneuver; if they ever did touch the top, she could lose all the skin on those fingers, perhaps even her entire finger given the speed of this subway.

Their original goal had been to ride less hazardously on the _top_ of the subway, yet the clearance space between the cart roof and the tunnel ceiling had been narrower than expected.

Hence Hiccup clipping himself off the sides _near_ the top of the two carts…

"WOOOOOOOOOOOHOOOOOOOOOO!" …and Camicazi superhumanly sticking herself to the side of the train like a spider on a joy ride.

Thus they zoomed through the underground to Skullion City. Zoomed, and hopefully would be arriving soon. Zoomed, arcing down a wildly sharp turn.

_Holy crap!_ He yelped aloud at the same time Camicazi delightedly screamed into his Bluetooth. Terror seized his heart a moment. And then he thought, as centripetal force lessoned, _Don't know what's worse: the ride or her screams._

_ Is she afraid of _anything_?_

Above her whoops he heard the hissy release of _something_. He imagined them slowing. Held his breath, hoping. Indeed, the subway started decelerating, brakes applied, inertia broken, momentum decreasing. The slower the subway churned, the more Hiccup loosened his grip on the vehicle's sides. _I – I'm going to live. Yes! _When he judged their momentum sufficiently slow, he snapped into Cami's earpiece, "Okay, now," and forced himself to reach for the cable hooking him to the train car. Time to release it.

Before him he watched a black-spidered form scuttle on the side of the metro toward him, as easy as if she were crawling flat on the ground. But Camicazi, angled ninety degrees to the train tracks, right ear pointed to the floor, acted completely at ease, safely adhesed to the side of the rushing metro. She monkeyed straight to Hiccup until her whipping hair flew right into his eyes and lips. As he spluttered out hair and drowned in a straw-tangled tornado, he felt her unclip the cable hooking him to the train's top. Now her hands alone kept him stuck to the subway surface.

"Alright, I'm ready!" she chirped.

_This is definitely a stroll through the park for her. God._

"Three… two… one…" He held his breath and launched his boots. Together they shot off the side of the subway, rushed up its side, passed it, and slipped off to a side tunnel where no humans lingered.

"Ladder! There!" She let go of him with one arm to wildly point; they began spinning. "Whoops!"

Even spiraling wildly, Hiccup noticed their target. He steered them both toward the ladder, angled upward, and shot toward the surface of the city.

* * *

><p>"That was <em>great<em>!" Camicazi chirruped gaily after they emerged from their underground maze and got their first above-ground peep of Skullion City. They emerged in a mass of dismal concrete, a back alley jutting up against an impressively sized gray building – probably the subway station. She danced around a battered trashcan as though it were her ballet partner. "I should do this more often! Hitching on the side of a subway – it's free _and_ it's more exciting. Double win!"

"God, you'd do that _again_ for _fun_?" Hiccup gaffed. His hands were still shaking, shaking as much as they had been while riding over sixty miles an hour. It meant that refueling his rocket boots was going extraordinarily poorly; he was splashing more on the glass-splayed blacktop than entering fuel into the nozzle of his boot.

Camicazi, meanwhile, continued dancing. "You bet!" she answered him.

He groaned, clapping a leather hand to his face. "Cami, _no_. _Don't_ do that. We only did this so there'd be no trace we left Berk." He returned to futilely refueling his boot. _I think I'm almost done now_.

She balanced on a cast iron rail now, hopping up and down in a balance beam gymnastic routine. Flippantly, she assured him, "Yeah, yeah, I know that." Camicazi twirled on the heel of one black leather boot and then shoved her fists onto her hip's sides. "So! Aren't we here to find Skullcrusher instead of bluster about riding trams?"

"Yeah. Alright…" _ That'll have to be good enough._ He rescrewed his canister, placed it in his backpack, fished through his utility belt for his cell phone, and after clattering around a bit, produced it. "…here we go. GPS…" He held the phone down low so both could peer at its screen. Google maps popped up, and with it, a precise identification of their location. Apparently their back alley led out to some thin one-way road called "North Meridian Avenue." The name sounded vaguely familiar to Hiccup from having pored over maps of Skullion City these past two weeks.

"Okay," Hiccup exhaled, feeling his breastplate collapse with his lungs. "Let's start."

"Cool. Where are we looking first?"

Hiccup entered an address into his GPS, then pointed to their final destination on the screen, located at the intersection of Marlet Street and Arnold Avenue. Google maps assured them their destination by bus was about twenty-three minutes away. "Here. Termagant's Inns and Suites. Run-down motel Mindlock identified as suspicious for using abnormal amounts of energy. Lots of criminal activity around this area, too, according to police reports he located. Two kidnappings even happened here the past six months, soooo…"

"Sounds like a prime location!" Camicazi's eyes sparkled, not at all considering that this area might be dangerous to _her_. The two of them began walking toward North Meridian Avenue, where a number of pedestrians were quickly stomping up and down the sidewalks. "Geez, we're lucky Mindlock's got a computer mind. I dunno how we would've prepared for all this without him."

"Yeah…" _ It would've made the search a lot harder, that's for sure._ "Alright. Let's try to catch a bus. And actually ride _inside_ it this time." Stepping out from the alleyway, Hiccup stared around North Meridian and tried to locate the nearest bus stop. _There should be one around here…_

Camicazi downright pouted. "How about _you_ go inside and pay your useless money, and _I_ ride on the top?"

"Uh, no," said Hiccup.

"Yes."

"People would _see_ you, Cami! Oh yeah, let's just get ourselves targeted by the police _before we even find my dad._ Great plan!"

"Sheesh, lay off the sarcasm. I can turn myself invisible, don't you remember?"

"Okay, I remember Ruffnut saying you could do no such thing."

"Ruffnut doesn't know me that well." Camicazi planted herself on the sidewalk, right in the middle of it, so that pedestrians had to part and flow around her. A brown-eyed woman gave the little girl a nasty stare as she marched past. Camicazi nevertheless persisted in glaring up at Hiccup. "I can do it."

"You scale walls. That's your superpower."

"_And_ invisibility."

"No, we're not taking the risk. Look, Camicazi, it'll be easier to communicate…"

"We have earpieces."

"…and it'd make me feel better. It's my first mission. I know it's not your first mission, but it's mine, and since we're doing this away from home or any help… I'd like it to go well. I'd like to be careful. Okay?"

The little girl finally relented. Huffing, she responded, "Alright. Fine. But _after_ we find Skullcrusher…" she began rattling off an incredibly lengthy dissertation of what she would do once their mission was done and she was no longer liable for being 'safe' and 'careful.' She was still chattering about her plans – bungee jumping off skyscrapers included, and something else about sliding down the _windows_ of other buildings – when they reached the bus stop, stepped onto the vehicle with a hoard of Skullion City residents, and made their way toward Termagant's Inn and Suites.

* * *

><p>"Okay, that was <em>really<em> boring," Camicazi said as they left the motel. She glared at the building over her shoulder as they left. "This was supposed to be an _adventure_, Hiccup. Lots of fighting crime and giving villains their just dues! You know, like we do whenever we fight Outcasts on their raid nights!"

"So we can check the motel off the list," Hiccup said, plugging in another coordinate into the GPS. "Doesn't mean everything else is going to be that boring. And, for the record, I'd rather I _didn't_ have to go find my dad at all."

"Did you want to be a superhero – y'know, back before you started training?"

"Yeah. A lot."

"Don't you still want to?"

"Yes. But well, it's complicated." Hiccup steered Camicazi back to topic by pointing to his phone screen. His eyes carefully checked the battery life at the top; relief coursed through him as he saw they still have seventy percent power remaining. "Next place is the bar." He looked toward Camicazi out of the corner of his eye. "We talked about this one a few nights ago. Remember the plan?"

"Yep!" She patted her pocket, outlined with the shape of a few cards. "We're all set. Let's go."

* * *

><p>Hiccup stared at the fake IDs with dismay. They stood outside Norbert's, and Camicazi had pulled out the fake licenses she had made, and which she claimed "could fool anyone." Frankly, a five year old scribbling in crayon could have produced more convincing driver's licenses.<p>

"Uh, no one's going to believe I was born in 1963, Cami."

"If the card's sideways, no one looks at the dates," she responded dismissively, pulling out her own ID and admiring it.

"You could've just made us both twenty-one. You _should_ have made us both twenty-one. What year would that have been? 1994? 1993? You could've just said 1993."

"That's what I put for myself." She tapped her own card and smiled.

"And this photograph looks _nothing_ like me – didn't you say you were going to take my class picture and –"

"Look, I didn't have much time for yours. Don't worry, I've done this before. Let me show you, boy, let me show you."

Before Hiccup could say anything more, nor even emit a sarcastic groan, she began swaggering up to the front of the bar, and smiled up at the woman checking IDs. The woman – a stone-faced vampire with more metal on her face than flesh – did not return the grin.

"Little girl, you don't belong here," the woman said.

"Excuse me!" Camicazi exclaimed indignantly, voice rising high. "Don't discriminate against _dwarfs_ you numbskull! Some of us don't reach five feet, you know that? It doesn't make us _children_. For your information, I've got _my _ID _right here_."

Hiccup, while he scrambled after her, couldn't help but think, _I get enough embarrassment on my own without this stupid second hand embarrassment, too._

Camicazi shoved her ID into the woman's hand, nearly jabbing the woman in the chin as she did so. At the same time, Camicazi held out a hand toward Hiccup, palm up to grab his fake card. "And he's with me. And he's a 'little person,' too, you got it? Sheesh, you could be _fired_ for being so discriminatory."

Camicazi barely let the woman look at the cards before yanking them out of her hands again, shoving them into her pockets, and saying, "I'll _sue_ you if you do this again." Somehow, the woman let them through. Hiccup, cringing, darted after Camicazi, but at the same time shouted out toward the doorkeeper, "Sorry!"

After they had gone a decent ways into the dimly lit interior, which was already decently full of people despite the early hour, Hiccup groaned to his companion, "How did that _work_?"

"Because," she said, leaning in and giving him a fiendish, overly cocky smirk, "I'm the _Burglar_. And I am good at _anything_ sly. Now c'mon, let's check this place out. And maybe order a drink or two to fit in. Now, best way to get information out of people is to pretend to hit on them. How good are you at flirting?"

"Let's… not do that." Hiccup steered her away from the bartender, instead yanking her into a seat near the corner of the room. "Let's just watch and keep our eyes out for Outcasts. If I remember correctly…" his voice lowered as he pulled out his phone and yet again fished for data "…Mindlock said that one of the regular patrons at this restaurant is an Outcast called Recoil. Looks something like…"

"That?" Camicazi pointed unashamedly toward a short but nasty appearing, black-eyed man lounging by himself at a small table. He had a number of empty beers glasses beside him, and was draining yet another at a worryingly rapid pace.

Hiccup grabbed Cami's arm and shoved it down. "Yeah, that's him. Okay, watch him carefully. He could lead us to… you know."

Camicazi, with no little subtlety, stared down the man. Thankfully, Recoil did not even notice her, but continued to stare in the opposite direction toward some good looking women wearing short skirts.

Music played overhead, nothing which Hiccup found interesting, but found himself tapping to nonetheless with his fingers on the table. Camicazi idly tapped her fingers, too, and fidgeted with her legs jittering under the table. After about three songs passed, and Camicazi had shaken hundreds of calories out of her body, she moaned, "Do we have to just _watch_ him?"

"Yes," Hiccup insisted. "Once he leaves here, we can follow him back, and hope he's going to… you know."

She sighed. "What if I just tried to get information from him while he's so drunk?"

"No."

"Watch me."

"Camicazi, no!"

Hiccup tried to grab the girl's chubby arm, but she managed to elude his grasp, and yet again stomped off in a direction he wished she were not going. _Well, I guess she _did_ get us in here. Maybe this won't work so poorly._ He saw her order a drink – though he was sure she had _no_ idea what it was – and then offer it to Recoil. The man seemed completely disinterested in her, and a little skeptical at the drink, but took it anyway. He was already incredibly tipsy, so maybe that is the only reason he took it. At any rate, Camicazi shoved herself into the nearest chair, and though Hiccup could not hear what she was saying, he could already tell it was cringe-worthy.

_I can't tell if I'm thankful she came with me, or not…_

At that moment, he heard a quiet clunk. Camicazi appeared startled and a little uncomfortable. Recoil was passed out on the table, head slipped to one side, and lips smushed and drooling.

_Aaaaand we're getting no information out of him tonight._

* * *

><p>Their next location could not be any more stereotypical: an old, abandoned warehouse, pipes jutting everywhere, crates lying about and half-eaten by rats, a few electric lights flickering painfully in corners. Hiccup felt as though he were entering an action movie, one of the very many where superheroes scoured an abandoned warehouse… and found a ring of villains convening for some evil plan, the warehouse not as abandoned as initially seemed.<p>

_Who knows? Maybe it actually happens in real life._

A sharp, glassy clattered rose up, a melodic high-pitched note sounding somewhat like a flute. Hiccup glanced down and realized he had kicked a small glass vial. He bent down, examining it with interest, but could find nothing interesting about it. There were no markings on it, no labels, no information, and nothing inside it except a few drops of some unrecognizable substance. Idly he plopped it into his pocket, though he did not know exactly why.

He and Camicazi stepped forward, eyes peering around the area. Along the left, Hiccup noticed a set of metal stairs, a number of them rusted and worn. Nevertheless, they seemed secure enough, so he and his for-once silent companion sneaked over there and began to crawl up them. They noticed nothing, and the thick layers of dust appeared undisturbed. Nothing so much as a fingerprint greeted them.

_There's no sign of human life anywhere._ Hiccup grit his teeth in frustration. _Fishlegs and I… well, mostly Fishlegs… did careful research about what places could hide a league of supervillains. How can we be running dry everywhere we look? We _have_ to find something._

His foot crunched over glass, breaking another glass vial underfoot.

"Nothing here?" Cami asked. Even though she spoke quietly, her voice echoed through the large expanse.

"Nothing here," he sighed. His hands swung listlessly at his sides. _I thought it'd be a lot easier to find Dad than… this. _"Alright," he grumbled. "Let's try to find a place to sleep for the night."

* * *

><p>"Looked down this alleyway?"<p>

"No idea."

"They all look the same after a while, don't they?"

"Yeah."

"Well, we might as well walk through it anyway."

"Yeah. Might as well." Hiccup dragged himself toward the nearest dumpster, leaning a hand against a stone wall – yet another dingy stone wall in the middle of Skullion City's enormous maze of backstreets. Camicazi trailed after him, looking a bit dull-eyed herself. The last three days had been hard, fruitless, and rather discouraging. "It's getting dark, though," he pointed out. "Should probably get to a safer part of town soon."

"Yeah." It indicated a lot that even Camicazi was using one-worded responses rather than lengthy paragraphs. Hiccup waited a moment for her to catch up, and then they began to traverse the street together. He tried not to think about the fact they were starting to look as grubby as the trash bin they were passing.

And then Camicazi screamed.

Out from nowhere a bundle of rags charged them. A man smelling like the refuse he was squatting near pulled out a gun, pointing it straight at the girl. A crazed look in his eye indicated he had no problem threatening even children.

"Don't you move, either of you, or I shoot the girl," he growled.

Camicazi, backing up against the wall, gave Hiccup a very intent look, one in which she was trying to communicate… something.

_My ray gun._ Hiccup tried to pull it out subtly, standing in such a way the man could not see his left hand reaching for his utility belt.

"That's it," the man was saying. "Alright, little kids. Got any cash? Mommy and daddy give you some allowance to buy on pretty things? Gimme it. Gimme it all…"

Camicazi's blue eyes were so wide Hiccup believed she actually _was_ scared now. But he thought… did he see her wink? Was she planning something?

His fingers hovered toward the ray gun. _If I mess up… he'll shoot her… his gun's right at her head… do I dare shoot…_

"My… wallet's right here," she said slowly, fumbling at her side. She picked it up and opened it up. Her fingers starting fumbling at the cash. "Uh… three… two…" her voice seemed to be rising, as though doing a countdown. _Wait. That's exactly what she's doing. That's why she _started_ with three._ And she shouted "One!" and suddenly leaped onto the wall behind her. She stuck to it, and then whirled around to give a powerful kick straight to the man's jaw.

Hiccup whipped out the ray gun. Fired. Jerked backward from the recoil. Closed his eyes. Cringed, waiting for the snap of a gun blowing off Cami's head.

…nothing.

He cracked open one eye. Couldn't see anything. Opened both eyes. Lowered the ray gun.

"I don't believe it… I… did it…"

Their attacker was lying on the ground of the street, and Cami was standing over the man, uninjured, wallet still in hand. _I just… saved… someone._ He didn't know what to think.

Camicazi didn't seem all too certain either. "Teamwork!" she crowed, though seemed still a little on edge herself.

"Yeah."

Both of them fell silent. They heard the sound of something dripping behind them and nothing else.

"Okay, we're _definitely_ leaving this part of town now," Hiccup determined.

And then he paused. Memories flashed back. The gas station. The woman attacking him right outside. Her turning into… a something… a monster… She had been an Outcast. She had been…

"We're in the wrong place," he said at once in a big revelation. Everything made sense now. At least, enough did that he felt certain in this declaration. "We're in the wrong _city_. We need to go back to that gas station."


	15. Chapter 9: Reflection

Astrid stared out the window toward the stars. Her roommate, Typhoon, had left to hang out with Ruffnut, Tuffnut, Sporta, Harrietta, and Snotlout, which suited Astrid's mood just fine. She needed to be alone right now – something that did not come often, but did on nights like these, where nostalgia and reflection overwhelmed her, and the memories of an old news story still flashed through her mind.

Even now she found herself moving off her bed and toward the lowest compartment of her desk. Typhoon never saw her open that compartment, and even if she had, she never would have glimpsed what Astrid pulled out. It was from Berk Times, one of the few newspaper articles that actually contained some substance in this modern era.

_Fearless Captain Finn Hofferson Killed by Frightmare  
>November 1, 2013<em>

_Berk Superhero Headquarters' Captain Finn Hofferson died last night in a fight against Outcast Flightmare. Flightmare – a League of Outcast member capable of temporarily paralyzing anyone he meets eye-to-eye – froze Finn and shot him down with a gun. Chief of Security Stoick "Skullcrusher" Haddock told press Finn charged Flightmare to protect a civilian boy who had run into the streets. The civilian's name was not shared with press._

"_Our captain died protecting the citizens of Berk," Skullcrusher said in his statement this morning. "He acted on bravery and humility and died a hero."_

_Finn Hofferson's brother and sister-in-law, Stalwart and Aila Hofferson, continue to serve with Berk Superhero Headquarters, while his niece Astrid "Storm Fly" Hofferson continues as a superhero apprentice. Captain Finn's position will be filled by Spitelout Jorgenson._

Astrid resisted crumpling the note, instead staring at the photograph of her late uncle in action. Though the civilian boy Finn had saved remained unnamed in the newspaper article, Astrid could recognize the shaggy brown hair and skinny frame of someone she knew.

Civilians who tried to be superheroes could get superheroes killed.

But she stared out at the stars again. Stared… and wondered.


	16. Chapter 10: Eavesdropping

Camicazi _would_ be singing the Indiana Jones theme song at the top of her lungs. At one in the morning. Flying over the suburbs. Periodically telling Hiccup to sing along with her, too.

"Indiana Jones never flew anywhere on rocket boots!" he shouted out to her instead, swerving slightly to the right as he adjusted his course. He pushed the power button of his phone again to ascertain they were still heading the right direction toward the gas station. While he did not remember the exact name of the place, he remembered the highway on which he had found it, and they were consequently pursuing _that_ as they left Skullion City. The GPS told him they were only a mile and a half away.

They had not dawdled leaving Skullion City. Hiccup had not wanted to dawdle. Another night in that miserable city sounded so unappealing he would rather fly straight through the freezing night skies – carrying Camicazi – on his quest – and besides, he was feeling _incredibly_ itchy about locating his father at this point.

The great Chief of Security Skullcrusher Haddock… missing for two and a half weeks… Berk had never experienced the like before. Nothing close.

And so Hiccup and Camicazi had learned that he _could_ gain enough strength and thrust on his boots to fly not only himself, but a companion as well, and so his superhero friend clung on with her suction hands and feet, and they shot off through the stars.

He would never claim it a steady flight – rather, "jerky" described it fittingly. His best flying abilities he probably had demonstrated with Astrid several nights past; tonight, he hoped only to remain in the skies through the turbulence of late night winds and sudden air current shifts. The manner in which Camicazi bounced, moving around joyously at _flying_ through the skies, hardly helped them remain stable, either. More than once he had asked her to quit fidgeting – to no avail.

Now she simply sang songs. Switching from the Indiana Jones theme, she kicked off another John Williams song, this time the main Star Wars theme. Even worse, she attempted to adlib her own lyrics on top of the already-obnoxious earworm.

"How LONG is it unTIL we finally GET there at the gas sta-a-tion? I NEED to use the BATHroom and the BATHroom is at the gas sta-a-tion!"

_You could get a Grammy Award for that performance,_ Hiccup thought bitingly to himself. Aloud, he mockingly took on Camicazi's song, using the bridge of the theme, to answer, "It is only one mile until we get there, Cami, how about you finally get some patience?"

"Ohhh… that was good!" Cami exclaimed, applauding Hiccup's musical adlibbing.

"Not doing it again," Hiccup assured her.

"Fiiiiiine. You're no fun."

"We're about to run into _Outcasts_, Camicazi. This isn't exactly a 'fun' mission."

"Well, if you're right this time. You sure it's at this gas station? You seemed rather committed to Skullion City for the last few weeks."

Hiccup believed he finally decided he should not have taken Camicazi with him. This entire flight settled that question. "I hadn't added up all the pieces right," he said, checking his phone anxiously _yet again_ to mark their distance. Only 0.7 miles now. "I thought the Outcast at the gas station had been _leaving_ Skullion City, not that she was already at that gas station city for a reason."

"Well, I hope you're right. I'm ready to tackle some Outcast butt! Oooh, can I see your phone?"

"Why?"

"Can I see it?"

"Why, Camicazi?"

"Just lemme see it!" she began reaching toward it, offsetting their balance, causing them to zigzag amongst the stars and almost crash into a few. Hiccup also nearly collided with a telephone pole, a tree, and an angry cat lying up _in_ that tree. Vindictive feline yowls spewed profanities after them as they shot past that tree and continued heading southeast.

_"Camicazi!"_ Hiccup screeched. Her hand shot out to snag the phone once more.

Both of them felt it slip at once. It flew behind them; a long second later they heard a quiet but still harsh _clack_ as it hit the pavement.

"Oh no." Hiccup swerved around, plunged toward the earth, and swooped to retrieve his phone. He landed on the ground, somewhat-gently somewhat-not-gently pushed Camicazi off his back, and then stared at his broken screen in dismay. He jostled the phone around a bit, pushed insistently at the power button, and then finally pressed it to his face like a facepalm. "It's broken. It's broken. My phone just broke. We just broke my phone."

"Well, we weren't that far away, were we?" Camicazi asked.

"That doesn't make breaking a phone any more fun, Cami…"

"Alright, but I've got an improvement suggestion for your flight suit thingy. Build a GPS _into_ it."

Still dismayed, Hiccup stared at his phone an instant more before placing it deep within his backpack. Hopefully they would not run into any emergencies where a quick call was necessary. "Do you have your phone, Camicazi?" he asked, thinking maybe _she_ could plug it in and use it for their GPS.

"Naw, left it in Berk so that no one could track me."

Hiccup gave her a long, completely unamused green-eyed glare, before grumbling, "Alright, let's just keep flying and hope we find it…"

* * *

><p>As it turned out, they <em>did<em> get lost. They nearly crashed into the gas station by accident. Literally, they almost ran right into the sign. What they _did_ do was skid on the top of the roof for a moment, bounce off it, and then tumble to the ground, picking up more than a few bruises and scrapes along the way. And thus they landed in a gray, sprawling, but somehow still underpopulated-feeling urban-esque landscape, the very nondescript area which Hiccup and Camicazi had been seeking.

"That… was dumb luck," Hiccup declared as he scraped himself up.

He realized he was saying it to no one. Camicazi had darted up to the gas station window and was peering inside. "Closed," she declared.

"Okay. Let's keep looking," Hiccup said.

But Camicazi pulled out her card and a few other odds and ends. "Naw, if you saw the Outcast around here, we're breaking in."

"It's literally just an everyday gas st –"

His jaw dropped as she marched straight inside. "Okay… _that's_ why you're called Burglar."

"What? Now you're just going to stand outside? We look more suspicious if there's someone lingering. C'mon, you said it yourself it's closed. No one's here. We're fine."

However, after stumbling around the gas station a few times, and Camicazi had analyzed the cash register as much as she dared and even tapped around in the bathroom seeking out potentially false walls, they determined there was nothing here and that the Outcasts had no association with this building. They left, Camicazi relocked the door, and they began wandering up the street.

"There's a liquor store," Camicazi pointed.

"This isn't like the time at Norbert's where you went in there to try a beer yourself, is it?" Hiccup asked, wincing.

"Naw, I'm all serious now. Serious face. Serious mission. Serious."

Quickly, Hiccup shushed her. He dropped down to a crouch, pulling her down with him. Her eyes stared, bug-eyed, at him, as he clasped over her point with a palm. He pointed with the other hand.

There, inside the store, they noticed a bobbing flashlight. The light wavered for just a moment, as though its walker were turning a corner… and then… it disappeared.

Hiccup's hands both dropped. Camicazi pointed wordlessly to the building and tried to mouth some words for Hiccup. Though they stood in the dark, at least a street lamp illuminated her lips enough that Hiccup could make out some words. "Let's look in the window and see if we can overhear what's going on."

Hiccup could only hope no one would look outside the window and see the shadow of two teenagers investigating the room. They scrambled toward the nearest window, somewhat close to where they had seen the flashlight, and very carefully peeped over, exposing as little of their faces as they could. They could see nothing. Just… nothing. Hiccup groaned, squeezed his eyes shut, and willed for night vision to improve. With a little more straining, he believed he could see _something_ in the building… a few shelves, predictably storing many rows of bottles… and the shadow of a door leading somewhere further back. He imagined he could see a sign stating "Employees Only" over the entrance, but in the dim light, of course there was no actual visual trace of that.

He ducked down, crouching right up against the walls of the store. Camicazi followed suit so that both of them were tucked below the windows. He turned to his companion, but she only shrugged. She whispered, barely audibly, "Okay. I'm going to have to go down there to try to find out where that man with the flashlight went. He's got to still be in there."

But Hiccup, some strange determination resolving in his gut, countered, "No. Me."

She stared at him a moment to gauge his intentions, then nodded once. She slipped toward the door of the store, picked the lock for Hiccup, and then held out and arm and gestured for him to sneak inside.

* * *

><p>Hiccup crawled. Well, he squatted, knees fully bent, posterior almost touching the floor, and fingers lightly balancing on the wood floor as he creeped forward. He remained close to the bottles of the wall, sneaking like a spider past them, very, very slowly, and cringing every time he heard a <em>creeeeeak<em> from a loose board upon which he stepped. Every time he then paused, and waited in the silence for a noise… only to hear nothing. His heart shook inside him, and he could even feel it thrumming inside his inner ear, pulsating along his neck, and battering wildly against his wrists.

Sometimes the room creaked without him intending it to; he froze, fearing it a woman or man; realized it was only the building itself sighing disconsolately.

Now that he was inside, though, he could at least see a little better. The store itself appeared quite small, just a few ceiling-high rows cluttering the space, and a counter near the front aside the door. He maintained his eye on the hollow rectangular shadow of the back room; it did indeed read "Employees Only" above the door, and was separate from the bathrooms. The bathroom door, to its left, was shut; this other door, though, was open and leading into black expanses.

And as Hiccup creeped cautiously forward like a spider fearing squashing… he imagined he could hear… voices. Not just the voices of the building, but the voices of human beings. Low voices, gruff voices. More than two. Some male, some female, and all of them sounding… somehow… tense.

_It's them,_ he realized. _It's actually them._

He continued inching forward, almost scooting on his butt. His fingers hovered over the ray gun, but ultimately he decided, _No._ He sneaked toward the door.

Snippets of conversation lured him toward the black, unknown chamber.

"But Skull- - - -er woul- - -an't make i- - - -"

"Ye- - - - -know, but -"

"- - - -ever think that -"

_None of this makes _any_ sense,_ Hiccup thought, frustrated, pursing his lips so tightly he almost bit them inside his mouth. _Have to get… closer._

He glanced behind him, wondering if Camicazi were watching, or if she could even see him. _I hope so,_ he thought.

Forward. Closer, closer.

"- stupid cit- -an't do a- - - - - soon we'll unl-"

"-ed de- - - - should take care of -"

"Think the v- - - - - -ill w- - - -?"

_Still can't tell what they're talking about. Something about Berk? Something bad? Attacking it?_

Inch toward the door again. The black expanse was becoming less black; he could tell now it led to a back room, one meant for a small storage, but which apparently was being used as a conference room for the League of Outcasts. Shadows shifted inside; Hiccup could not gauge how many people were present.

Female voice. "Ye- - - -eath can do it, but - - - -ill need to pl-"

After a few more indistinguishable words, a male voice. "We've got the plan. Berk will-"

"Have we tested the - - - - - to make -ure it w- - - -s?"

"Tested and ready to go."

"Still need one more test," someone else countered. "We haven't test- -"

_Tested _what_? And could you please mention my dad again? I know you said his name earlier…_

Crawl forward. Crawl like a baby. Inch, inch toward the door. Hiccup slipped to one side of it, pressing himself against the wall between the open door frame and the closed bathroom. This was as close as he could safely get without being exposed. _So long as no one leaves to go to the bathroom, anyway._ His heart thumped fearfully at that thought. _Crap, that might happen. Um…_ his eyes scoured for a better hiding spot. Nothing. _…guess I just have to hope no one needs to go…_

He realized his wandering thoughts had disconnected him from the conversation. He tuned in again, thankful that, so near to the doorway now, he could pick up on nearly every word.

"Good. Skullcrusher's onto us, though, I know it. We wouldn't have enough time for more testing, anyway."

Hiccup's mind whirled, thousands of questions half-forming in his mind. Something wasn't right. If Skullcrusher were _onto_ them, then did that mean they didn't _have_ him? And what was this testing…?

His feet tapped against a small glass _something_ on the floor. Before he could stomp on it or make any noise, he picked it up and idly slipped it into his pocket, not at all thinking of what it was or might be.

Unfortunately, his fingernails scraped against the floor as he did so, stirring up dust, and resounding out a distinct _scratch_.

"Hey, did you hear that?" a gruff alto voice asked, one very close to the door.

"Awh, it's just the room, Skuld. Don't be paranoid."

Hiccup's nose twitched from the rising dust. _Great…_ He tried to stifle in the rising sneeze. Lungs shuddered, but he did manage to clamp it down and shut it off before he gave himself away.

_That was close._

"Anyway…" another Outcast prompted, returning them to topic. More discussion, nothing else making sense to Hiccup, but all of it increasing his sense of worry. He felt an even more pressing darkness descend on him than the physical dark of this building.

_It almost sounds like the Outcasts are going to attack Berk. And not like a usual raid. Something… much bigger. Something worse._

He heard his father's name come up again. He listened with even more attentiveness than before.

"At least with Skullcrusher out of the way…"

"He's not out of the way, shithead. At least when he was in Berk, we knew where he was!"

_So they don't have my dad after all. Then who does… and why did Superhero Headquarters say he got captured by Outcasts?_

Something was not adding up.

But Hiccup would have to mull over it later. He could not dwell amongst the shadows of wine bottles forever; he needed to slip out of this store before the Outcasts adjourned their meeting and noticed the teenaged boy crouched at their doorway. Since Hiccup had received all the information he needed – he had come here for his _father_, after all – he might as well leave. He could report everything else to Superhero Headquarters and let them puzzle it out.

_Let's go._

He picked up one knee, then another.

Then stumbled.

Arm flailed out, waving to catch something.

He knocked over a bottle.

"I _told_ you I heard something!"

Enormous shadows rushed him. Hiccup lashed out, kicking. He fell onto his back, left arm crashing awkwardly into the side of the shelves, preventing him from reaching down and pulling out his ray gun. Rough arms grabbed him by the foot. Scramble, stagger backward in a crab crawl. Yanked back with a rough hand. Turning around, flopping around like a fish. Reaching desperately for the utility belt. Throwing something desperately at them – the vial from the warehouse. Crashed harmlessly to the ground, stomped by another Outcast charging him. Hands shoved to the floor, secured, trapped. Less room to wiggle. He tried to turn, to weasel around them, to flounder about and _somehow_ whip loose a foot or a hand. Managed to dislodge a bottle of spirits from a top shelf, which crashed down to his left and sprayed him with liquid. Felt all four limbs get pinned to the floor.

He was caught.

Right as that information was still processing through Hiccup's mind, someone yanked him upward, leaving him to dangle helplessly in the air. He stared before the mighty, angry face of a man with a large black beard and a gap-toothed snarl. One of his eyes twitched constantly, and for that matter, the other eye looked pretty wild too. From the back of his mind, Hiccup recalled the description for a villain like him. This must be Norbert, a supervillain capable of creating cages out of his mind.

_Great. I'm never escaping._ He felt his heart plummet and crash onto the floor.

_Camicazi… you better have heard this through your earpiece… and you better be going for help _now_._

* * *

><p>A moment later Hiccup did indeed find a cage around him, a horrid glowing force field keeping him crouched to the floor. He had the room to sit cross legged and hunchbacked in the field, but nothing else.<p>

Above him, Norbert paced, at times barking questions at him. "Are there more of you?" He waved a ray gun in Hiccup's direction. _His_ ray gun.

Hiccup shook his head, spraying alcohol in all directions.

Norbert stalked toward the window of the liquor store and peered outward. Hiccup hoped Camicazi were safely crouched right beneath the window, and that Norbert would not think to look directly _down_ to find Hiccup's companion. Thankfully, he turned away from the window a moment later, having found no one. Hiccup tried not to breathe a sigh of relief, but instead tried his best to maintain a neutral facial expression. That much was difficult with five enormous supervillains looming over him, and he trapped helplessly inside a squeezing tight bubble.

"Search around the store," Norbert commanded several of them, and two people marched out of the store and began to walk around.

_Oh man oh man oh man Cami's gonna get caught…_

They walked right by the door.

Hiccup frowned. _Where is she?_ On one side, he felt relieved they did not notice her. On the other hand... she should have been there... at the window... waiting for him.

"I recognize you…" he suddenly heard Norbert mumble. The main leaned down toward Hiccup, glaring at him menacingly. The suppervillain's left eye seized horribly as he examined the teen head to toe. A moment later, the hulking man swore. "You're Skullcrusher's son!" he finished.

Hiccup began repeating Norbert's swear words in his head and added a few more of his own. "How do you do?" Hiccup gulped, but choked on his words halfway through.

"Not. very. well," his captor enunciated, just as the two people he had sent outside returned indoors. Both of them shrugged, reporting, "No one else around," before returning to a circle around Hiccup.

It was at this point in the conversation Hiccup looked _up_.

He tried his best not to gape.

_When did Camicazi get inside here?!_ She was adhesed with all four limbs to the top of the ceiling, hanging there, suctioned, watching silently. He could tell even in the dim light that determination contorted her features; she would not leave the store without Hiccup. _Somehow_ – he had no idea how – she had slipped into the room, too, but instead of creeping down on the floor, had eavesdropped on the Outcasts by gripping to the ceiling.

Norbert continued yapping, not noticing Hiccup's surprise. "Not very well at all," he continued slowly. "I don't exactly _like_ to be _eavesdropped_ on, even by _children_. Does Berk really think that they can spy on me with _children_?"

"I'm… I'm not working for uh uh uh Berk. I'm not a superhero I'm not working withmydadoranyoneatall," Hiccup babbled, and hoped they believed him. He hoped they _understood_ him, even, for his words came out a horrid, half-muddled rush. He tried again. "I'm on my own, no connection to Superhero Headquarters." Maybe if Norbert recognized who Hiccup was, he would also know a little bit about the boy, and know indeed that Skullcrusher Haddock's son had never displayed even the smallest sneeze of superhuman gifting. It was a small hope that information could save him… but he had to say _something_, especially if Camicazi did not act soon. He tried not to stare up at her, but wished with all his might that she might enact some escape plan _now_.

"Norbert," another Outcast murmured, her eyes staring intently at Hiccup, "we can use him to locate Skullcrusher. If there's any way to blackmail him out of hiding, it's through his son."

Norbert's eye twitched sporadically but thoughtfully.

"Or what about those tests?" another Outcast hissed. She seemed more wolf-like than human… a lycanthrope, perhaps? Hard to say when she stood nowhere near full moonlight. "You know I said we needed a few more to make sure a human could survive the full dosage."

"Ye-e-e-e-e-e-e-essssss…"

_Well, I guess that's _one_ way to answer my question. CAMICAZI HURRY UP!_

Norbert nodded to both of them, still waving around Hiccup's ray gun as he spoke. That stupid little ray gun looked like a toy in the large brute's ham-like hands. "We do both," he said. "Contact Berk Headquarters. Now."

"Now?"

"Catch them off-guard. Sleep deprived, they're more likely to do something stupid and reveal Skullcrusher's position."

_I always thought people said Norbert was a "nutjob"… _Hiccup thought, starting to feel very cramped inside the bubble. His neck felt sore already from hunching over in this position. _Seems like he's got some strategy after all._

"Catch them off-guard. I like it," she said.

And then Camicazi did exactly that.
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At once she dropped on her prey, smashing down on Norbert's head with a high-pitched yowl, clawing on his head like a possessed cat and raking him brutally with hands and teeth and leather boots. Norbert moreso screamed from shock than from pain. But her sudden attack proved effective. At once five more wide-eyed Outcasts threw themselves toward her: a boulder-like blockade of a man whose skin erupted outward like cracked, weathered granite; a green colored lady whose body suddenly stretched into rapidly forming vines; another two who quickly chugged vials then amassed into incredible, brutish monsters; and lastly a snarling man who transformed himself into a porcupine of knives.

All of them, by attacking Camicazi, simultaneously attacked the man whose head she was attached to: Norbert the Nutjob.

At that moment she nimbly bounced off his head, cheerily bidding them, "Toodleloo!" and grabbed a far corner of the wall on which to stick. Her hair flashed behind her like a flying carpet; where once perched a girl now existed nothing but Norbert's exposed head.

Outcasts tumbled into one another like American football players tackling after the ball. Only one managed to catch herself before she would have collapsed into that heap; she skidded to a halt, boots squealing on the floor before she solidified her stance. And then she pulled out some large firearm – Hiccup couldn't identify it from his awkward angle crumpled on the floor beneath Norbert's force field – and she began to fire.

The liquor store roared. Gun bullets boomed. Glass shattered; bottles exploded. And Camicazi ran untouched on the top of the ceiling, blonde tangled hair streaming unashamedly behind her. "Hahahaha, you're gonna mess things up worse for your friends than you are for _me_ like that!"

She threw herself to the window, then jumped again behind the store counter. Glass erupted and shot straight at six Outcasts. Hiccup cringed, curling into a ball inside his ball. Yet the force field protected items from entering just as well as it prevented him from exiting. Even as rocketing window glass smashed harmlessly against his cage's walls, screams arose from the rest of the Outcasts.

All but one. Norbert rose an arm. Light flashed. A sudden luminescent violet cage snapped around him to block the flying glass. Then Norbert shoved his cage outward, and it stretched out before him, cleaning the floor as it shot away.

A monkey scurried across a now-glassless floor. Tangles of hair drooped over Hiccup's cell. Camicazi punched a fist against the force field, then she shouted and waved off an injured hand.

"How do you break this thing?" she gasped.

"I hoped _you_ knew!"

She had to bound away again, running rapidly through the aisles. Behind her charged the granite man. Floorboards snapped beneath his feet like footprints in wooden snow. Camicazi just flipped onto the shelves, reversed direction, and ran past him.

More gunfire. More exploded bottles. An inevitable fire started. Shouting.

Camicazi ducked next to Hiccup a second time. "Any progress?" she chirruped.

"No. _You_ should get me out!"

"Working on it!"

Another flip. Twin monster humans lunged forward with fangs and claws. Stumbled into another a moment later as they grabbed onto Cami… and fell into her trap.

She charged past Hiccup once more.

"Try to distract Norbert!" he exclaimed inside his bubble as he watched her dodge the knife man. _Maybe if Norbert doesn't think about it, the bubble disappears._ He pounded angrily against the force field. As much as it _looked_ like a silver-blue translucent soap bubble, he might as well have tried to punch through steel.

Clawed toes and boots thumped around him. Angry swearing arose. Knocked shelves, everything breaking, not one bottle left whole. Camicazi shouting taunts above them.

"Oh, come on, you think that's aiming? I know butterflies that shoot better than you!" She flipped off the ceiling. "Wow, fight me with claws? In this modern age? So outdated." Spin like a dancer around the walls. "Come and get me, you jelly-bottomed, lard-brained, poor excuses of sea urchins!" Excited whoops.

Hiccup could spy little as she rushed around shelves and Norbert chased, maddened, after her. Still, he could hear her shouts, every insult she directed specifically at Norbert. "You couldn't catch a rock, you butterfingered, slow-witted, children's book villain!"

Hiccup punched again against the force field, attempted to squeeze fingers beneath it. Nothing. Nothing even wavered as Norbert angrily launched himself at the little blonde Berkian menace.

She raced past Hiccup, completing another lap like a car on a track. Somehow she didn't even seem out of breath. "Don't think this is working!" she exclaimed.

"Got that!"

Yet another lap. "No worries, I gotta 'nother idea! Stay still!"

_Yeah, like I can go far trapped in a…_

His eyes widened.

She had changed her primary target of provocation from Norbert to the looming granite man… and was leading him straight toward Hiccup's bubble.

_Oh no._ He tried to throw himself into half the space he knew his body mass filled up.

The juggernaut _charged_.

But even as he ran, a rope lashed out. Just as his toe stomped down on the edge of Hiccup's bubble, popping it at once without popping Hiccup, a lasso caught the behemoth's ankle and yanked him back.

Hiccup could not care how Camicazi managed that insane stunt. He just ran.

Stumbled, then ran.

The League of Outcasts launched at him.

He launched toward the door.

Burst out. Camicazi charged behind him.

And without a word or any communication at all they grabbed hands; Hiccup clapped his boots together; they launched into the skies; and as they wildly spiraled upward toward stars, the hollers of furious enemies faded behind.

Hiccup, like a comet, shot for Berk.
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Sunlight softly washed upward, trickling first from the pits of the blackened horizon and then expanding upward. Soft pastels grew, gained brighter hues. The sun rose. Color spread to the city below, warming up street signs, bus stops, and early commuters. And at that moment Hiccup, still carting Camicazi through midmorning light, arrived back at Berk Superhero Headquarters.

They landed with the last of his jet fuel. They puttered down, looking just as empty and as in need of refueling as his boots. Both teens sagged. Now that this adventure was over, this long-awaited adventure, they realized how entirely _exhausted_ they were. Hiccup, suffering from little sleep for weeks, could have fallen unconscious standing up, and had to very determinedly force himself to keep drooping eyelids open.

For he could not return to bed and rest. Not yet. After much argumentation – and only begrudging agreement – Hiccup and Camicazi decided they needed to report what they learned to upper management. On their flight back, both had admitted they worried telling Headquarters about their unauthorized mission, yet Hiccup had argued this information was critical to the safety of Berk and their knowledge of the League of Outcasts, and consequently important to relay regardless of their academic consequences. Thus they finally determined they needed to admit their unauthorized adventuring in order to report what they had learned.

"If they suspend us, though, it's all your fault," Camicazi growled around a somehow equally vicious yawn.

Hiccup's stomach squirmed; painful knots recoiled inside him. _What if they don't just suspend us? What if they _expel_ us? They wouldn't do that, would they? _As rough as his time had been in the academy thus far, he had fought so long and hard to reach this point. He couldn't lose it now. "Yeah, I know," he sighed.

Belabored, they hauled themselves to Berk's front doors. Each step dragged unwanted weight, and therefore they staggered listlessly, almost drunkenly, inside. That very action brought attention to themselves. One woman, half-ladybug, half-human, worriedly stooped down to them right at the entrance. Hiccup barely heard what she spoke, but he saw her gesture to someone else a moment later. He blinked blearily. _Oh,_ he recognized at once. _Gobber._ His father's sidekick.

The rotund cyborg rolled right up to the two youths from down the hallway, passing several superheroes along the way, but glancing neither left nor right, not at the man who appeared more musical instrument than human, nor at the glowing rainbow woman to his right. He himself appeared quite the peculiar character, for bright silver metal robotic parts replaced half his body, including his left arm below the elbow and right leg below the knee. His wide, peanut-shaped face was intact, though, even though the gruffness and long, stringy blonde mustache helped the pleasantness of his appearance none. The scratchy shaving job and long, drooping mustaches juxtaposed the rest of him and made him appear half like an ancient Viking, half like a futuristic villain from a comic book.

Gobber glanced them over with some concern in his bright blue eyes. If this oblivious character could notice Hiccup and Camicazi's exhausted state, then they must have looked pitiful indeed. Hiccup glanced at a window behind him, noted his reflection, flinched, and turned his attention back to Gobber as he stated, "Lad, lass, you better come with me. The Head of Education will want to see you right away about… all this."

"You just gestured to all of me," Hiccup growled, even as Gobber started to turn around and shamble toward the sidekick's wing of the building.

"That's right," Camicazi teased, so tired she was starting to act delirious. She gave Hiccup a slight shove on the shoulder before tottering backwards herself. "Stop being all of you."

"Very funny." Hiccup watched the cyborg's foot and robotic prosthetic march a few steps toward the elevator before the teen piped up, "Actually, Gobber, we need to talk to the Deputy Chief of Security. Uh, right away."

Metal and flesh turned. Gobber's eyebrow quirked, an entire shrub of blonde hair rising in skeptical astonishment. "Eh?" he whistled through his teeth.

Hiccup could feel the uvula in his throat shifting uncomfortably as he swallowed. Just because he and Camicazi had – eventually – agreed upon giving their report did not mean he would enjoy distributing that information. Not when it meant admitting they broke such important school policy. He closed his eyes, steeled himself, and stated more resolutely than before, "Deputy Jorgenson. My uncle. I need to see him. Official business."

"We can talk to the Head of Education later, anytime later, later gator, but not now," Camicazi babbled, her motivations quite clear: she _never _wished to speak to anyone in the education department about her adventure.

Hiccup shot her a glare. _We _agreed_ on this, you know._ Then forward he stepped.

"Gobber," Hiccup's voice took on a plea. He stepped slowly toward the metal man, gesturing with the metal on his own arms. His rocket-laden vambraces rose up and down as Hiccup gestured everywhere, waving hands and entire arms as he often did when he spoke. He gestured in the general direction of Security's offices, but maintained his eye on Gobber. _He vouched for me to come here,_ Hiccup thought. _I've grown up with him. If anyone's going to be believe me…_ "You know I wouldn't say this unless it was something important."

"Ooooooookay. Alright." Gobber nodded. "I'll, uh, I'll… uh… let him know. That. You're. Here. Wanting to talk. To him." He gestured awkwardly toward a superhero who appeared dressed in far more official gear, and whispered something urgently to that man. He nodded, stepping away and disappearing around the corner to deliver information to Deputy Jorgenson. Not long later, that same messenger returned, nodding the affirmative that Deputy Jorgenson, Acting Chief of Security of Berk Superhero Headquarters, happened to be free for a few minutes and would see them now.

Hiccup, Camicazi, and Gobber rose to the highest floor by elevator, stepping out of the box into pristine white walls of roomy offices. Hiccup and Camicazi exchanged glances, the former exhaling apprehensively.

_Well, we _did_ want to speak to upper management. Guess we'll be doing exactly that._

Camicazi seemed more skittish and uncomfortable than she had amongst the Outcasts several hours earlier. Of course, Hiccup could not determine this concretely, for anyone this fatigued and worn down appeared beat up and miserable.

Nevertheless, since he _had_ argued with her on the flight back about whether or not to even mention their escapade to Berk Headquarters… he more than suspected the woeful cast to her eye originated from internal mental worry and not mere physical exhaustion.

_We're not in trouble. We're doing something that'll _help_ headquarters. Not hurt them. Or us._

_I hope._

That said, given as Hiccup knew from prior experience Camicazi more successfully obscured her own emotions, he gathered _he_ must look even more bedraggled and concerned than she.

Perhaps Gobber detected that and wanted to guide his superhero's son down the whole way for support. Perhaps he only wished to see Hiccup and Camicazi actually _arrived_ at Spitelout's office – if the teens fled once, then by precedent, they might attempt to leave again. Whatever his actual motivation, he shadowed them – if indeed brightly shining silver, loudly stomping metal parts could be considered _shadowing_ rather than obnoxiously looming – and led them straight to the appropriate office.

Hiccup thought to himself, _Here… here goes…_ Door swung open. They entered.

Hiccup's uncle Spitelout resembled Stoick in terms of height if not girth, hairiness if not beard length, and sternness if not intimidation. Granted, even if he were not as frightening as his older half-brother Skullcrusher, he still was an impressive sight beheld, a thick-muscled man with a thick neck and a beady pair of suspicious blue eyes squinting unamused beneath his eyebrows. Spiky dark brown hair streamed behind him to his shoulders and framed a completely laughless face. The front face of a building contained a perkier expression than he, and stop signs a more immediately chipper countenance. Hiccup's uncle could have been more effective deterring trespassers than barbed wire and electric fences.

_He and Snotlout are _definitely_ related._

"Have you contacted Head of Education for Students and Sidekicks?" Spitelout inquired as soon as he ushered in the two teenagers. They stepped inside a rigid office whose only decoration was a large black oak desk and a black computer monitor resting on top it.

Gobber shrugged, his one real arm flopping to his side like an enormous, lifeless fish. "Nope, not yet. Said they wanted to talk privately to you first."

"Here we are then." Deputy Jorgenson's voice hardly sounded welcoming. Even the manner in which he ushered to the chairs on the opposite side of his desk seemed slightly menacing. Hiccup and Camicazi hesitantly acquiesced and watched with some trepidation as Gobber shut the door behind him, closing himself out so that only the Deputy and the students remained.

In a voice that seemed somewhat casual, but also somewhat… not… Spitelout inquired of them, "So, what have we here?"

"We have something to report," Hiccup answered. "From when we were… away. We were away, I mean, yeah. We went away to Berk. But we're back." Hiccup laughed nervously and scratched at the back of his head with one hand.

"Let's hear it."

A surprising response, but at least it allowed Hiccup and Camicazi to fulfill their mission. Hiccup said, "Great," even though his hesitance belied his speech. "See, at this uh small store a few miles southeast from Skullion City, we ran into this group of Outcasts – and there were six of them – led by Norbert, I think –?"

"Definitely Norbert," Camicazi answered. She reclined in the chain, perhaps to rest, perhaps to distance herself from Deputy Jorgenson.

"Norbert then. And there were, uhm, uh, they were _planning_ something. Something big."

The Acting Chief of Security leaned in.

"I – I – I couldn't tell what it was. Some sort of invasion, maybe? A big one? They kept talking about these tests, and… my dad…"

"What about the tests?" Spitelout redirected.

Hiccup blinked, but returned to discuss what his uncle wished to hear. "I didn't hear much. Something about tests being completed. Or mostly completed. I'm not sure. They threatened to test me to get my dad to…"

"Test you?" Spitelout realized the implications. Skeptical curiosity burgeoned into a more dangerous emotion, and he hissed, "They _captured_ you?"

_Perhaps this wasn't the best idea after all. We could have avoided a lot of trouble if I hadn't told him any of this._

_Too late now._

As Hiccup wrestled with anxieties, Camicazi piped up, "Just him."

"Yeah."

"I rescued him."

"Yeah."

"You _showed_ yourself." Spitelout's forehead furrowed in frustration and apprehension. He seemed ready to burst, to shout out at the two of them, such as Hiccup had watched Spitelout do many a time to his son Snotlout. Somehow, though, the Deputy only snapped, "Sidekicks are not authorized to leave classroom premises, let alone Berk, without their mentors or other full members of the superhero league. _This_ is exactly _why_ sidekicks are not authorized to leave Berk alone! You're no good to Berk if you fall into this sort of danger. You become a liability!"

"Yes, sir," Hiccup mumbled, chagrined. Inside his voice he heard another voice, a female voice, delivering the exact same message in his mind. _Storm Fly._

"Berk is a dangerous city. The superheroes are over our _heads_ trying to keep civilians safe. The last thing we need is to rescue more people!"

"I saved him," Camicazi pointed out, this time with more grit and offense. Hiccup, glancing over, realized that she now sat in her chair with her knees tucked under her and her arms crossed across her chest. Deputy or no, she did not tolerate this sort of chastisement. At least, not outwardly. Internally, though, Camicazi appeared embarrassed, given as her face had turned a distinct shade of pinkish red.

"Maybe you did," Spitelout threw her words aside with little heed. "It also could have been the case you would have failed. And then where would you two have been? Trapped with the Outcasts? Tested on? Dead?"

Camicazi's face darkened from pink to maroon. Even she had the conscience to appear uncomfortable now, and the girl slouched and slid down in her chair, wallowing in displeasure and unwanted guilt.

"It is irresponsible to go into danger you're not ready for. Not only do you risk your lives, but you risk the lives of the superheroes coming after to save you, _and_ you risk the lives of all the civilians that could have been saved by the hero otherwise.

"We are training you to be heroes. You're not heroes yet. It is imperative you follow orders to keep Berk Superhero Headquarters operating smoothly. It is your duty to save lives, not endanger them."

"It won't happen again," Hiccup assured Spitelout, being as his companion had uncharacteristically turned mute. _She's so cocky and confident… probably not used to being told off as wrong,_ Hiccup reasoned.

"Will it?" Cynicism washed over his uncle's face. "This is the second time you've left premises unaccompanied, Hiccup, and the… uh… fifteenth? time for you, Camicazi. Is that right?"

Both Hiccup and Cami appeared startled at the girl's tally. Camicazi stared straight ahead in disbelief, right at Spitelout's wide chest, while Hiccup's neck swiveled straight toward her. _I didn't even realize she'd snuck out before! _Fifteen times_?! What has she been _doing_? Why has she been leaving campus so much?_

"I – I have noooo idea what you're talking about," she answered as her voice slipped out in a tremoring mouse squeak.

Disapproving, Spitelout grunted. These actions are prohibited by your schooling program. Under normal circumstances, multiple offenses give us cause to suspend or expel you from the program."

Terror gripped Hiccup, a constrictor squeezing a convulsing heart. Yet then he processed the deputy's statement. _Under normal circumstances… so then what makes these _abnormal_ circumstances now?_

"Tell me _everything_ you know about this little trip of yours and swear to secrecy you'll tell no one else – no. one. else. – and I'll let you return to classes even this afternoon, no other punishment given. It will go officially off the records."

For Hiccup and Camicazi, the choice was obvious. The two hurriedly rushed through details of the entire event, from the plans to leave, to the fruitless trip in Skullion City, to the flight to the gas station, to the adventure inside the liquor store, to every word Hiccup heard about their upcoming plans – Deputy Jorgenson rather insistently delved for information about the peculiar 'tests' they had done – to the fight inside that same location, to Camicazi's rescue, to descriptions of all six of the Outcasts – whom Deputy Jorgenson identified as Norbert the Nutjob, Granite Fist, Knives, and three unknowns – to their final escape, and to their arrival back in Berk. For every word Hiccup spoke, Spitelout interrogated him with five words of his own; for every fact Hiccup presented, Spitelout demanded for five more pieces of information. Occasionally he hissed and scowled, frustrated at Hiccup and Camicazi's proceedings, for apparently their actions would result in the Outcasts fleeing the location and selecting a new place of operations; only rarely did he state the word "good" or anything related to positive reinforcement. Perhaps, then, the kindness thing he stated in the intense hour that followed was, "Alright. I think we're about done."

* * *

><p>"So then. Are you sure this is all?"<p>

"Well, they said about my father…"

"You mentioned this, Hiccup. Anything else?"

"I've – I've said everything I know. But I want to – to know… they said they were trying to lure in my dad? Like he hasn't been captured?"

"These Outcasts must not be in contact with the rest of the League." The deputy's voice sounded curt.

_I just want to know about my dad._

"Or does it mean…?"

"You can ask questions to Gobber. I'm afraid I'm a busy man and can't spend any more time with you."

_He's _hiding_ something._ Hiccup stood up, too frustrated to listen to another excuse, and demanded, "Where's my dad?"

Glaring green eye met glaring blue.

"I understand it is hard for you, Hiccup, but you heard the report. Outcasts captured Skullcrusher…" Deputy Jorgenson rattled off the exact report Hiccup heard two weeks ago.

_I don't believe that anymore._

"Or is what's actually going on with my dad _classified_ information?"

Same evenly-delivered response.

Only Camicazi, completely uninterested in the situation, yanking Hiccup along the hand, convinced him to move from his position across Spitelout's desk, and brought him to finally leave the office.

* * *

><p>As with his initiating day at the academy, Hiccup passed by a large group of youths reclining in the lounge, amongst them Ruffnut staring passively at her phone screen, Astrid reading a textbook, and Snotlout appearing to do nothing at all aside stare at Astrid – at least until he noticed his two peers passing by him. Immediately he rightened himself from his position on the chair, pointed to Hiccup and Camicazi, and hooted, "Oh, were you ditching class this whole time? Running away? Being a superhero too hard for you, huh?"<p>

Storm Fly squinted up from her book, mumbled "Snotlout" warningly, then returned to her studies. She did discretely glance twice more at Hiccup, though; the second stare seemed somewhat longer than the first.

He avoided her eyes and instead watched Mindlock launch himself out of a lazyboy. "Hiccup! Camicazi!" He tottered toward them to wildly embrace them. Hiccup let out one gasp of air before Fishlegs' tight squeeze crushed every molecule of oxygen outside of him; Camicazi, stepped back swiftly, waving her arms indignantly, "Uh-uh, no way," before receiving a squashing arm attack, too. Even as he embraced them, chortling over the fact "You guys both made it back alive!" he ushered them down the hallway to speak in private. Right away Hiccup could tell the boy was leading them straight for his dorm room. Snotlout, Ruffnut, and the other youths who knew nothing of their unauthorized adventure thus would never learn.

That said, though Fishlegs opened the correct dorm room door, Hiccup almost did not recognize the chambers as his own. Not a single skyscraper of books jutted out of the floors; indeed the floor could be seen and _walked_ upon without hindrance; and while Hiccup's projects and discarded gadgets had not been removed, now they resided in a manageable, isolated pile near the foot of his bed and his paper-burdened desk. Mindlock's mecha posters almost seemed to smile at the new cleanliness of the apartment.

"Woooooow, nice remodeling," Camicazi guffawed.

"Don't make me do it again," Mindlock warned.

"No need to," Hiccup said, even as he tossed his book bag onto his bed and began stripping off his armor. As soon as he slipped off his first arm guard, he let out a gasp, realizing at once how tightly his skin had been restricted, and for so long, and how sweaty it had become beneath his armor. The re-armoring process continued with a quickened pace. How _wonderful_ it would feel to wear only a t-shirt and shorts again!

Fishlegs, meanwhile, asked the obvious question. "So did you find him?"

"Noooooot even close."

Fishlegs stared at Camicazi, astonished at her words. At once he turned to Hiccup to verify this information.

"Look, I'll tell you the whole story," Hiccup assured him. His words were momentarily muffled as his breastplate came over his head. That was the last of it. He could breathe now. Could rest. "I'll tell you everything that happened. But… right now… I _need_ some sleep."

* * *
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"Alright, no, but picture this."

Tuffnut's voice could have been a superpower in and of itself: he spoke far too loudly on any occasion, such that the gruff tenor projected and conquered any room it entered. Even his whispers blasted out with sonic force. Here, right now, in the student lounge, sprawled across the length of a couch and yammering up a storm to a classmate, he found no need to whisper, and consequently blurted out his thoughts with the energy of stampeding wildebeests.

"Alright, what am I picturing?"

His conversant's voice sounded contrastingly bland. Granted, this kid could have made an empty soda can appear interesting or a piece of blank printer paper seem three-dimensional. He wore his ginger brown hair low over his eyes, in fact covering them completely and tickling down to the bulb of his button nose, leaving people to read his facial "expressions" by his never-smiling, ever-passive mouth. This kid did not emote; he gave non-expressions moreso than expressions, and even now, as he asked Tuffnut, "What am I picturing?" he sounded more like a prerecorded voice than a human being.

Hiccup, observing the two of them from his position in the corner of the lounge, shook his head. _I have no idea sometimes how Clueless and Tuffnut became such good friends._

For Tuffnut seemed not to even notice his companion's monotonous response. He eagerly launched into his hypothetical speculation, spitting out, "Imagine a world where people _don't_ have superpowers."

"But don't we already have that?" Clueless asked.

"Geeeeeez," Tuffnut grumbled, rolling over on the couch and resituating himself. He rolled his eyes over at his friend. "Your superpower is supposed to make _other_ people clueless and stupid."

_I'm pretty sure his superpower has messed up his own head, too,_ Hiccup observed to himself. Clueless, in addition to being a bland character, also seemed to be a completely uninformed one, too. There were times people had to remind him what the difference between a dog and a human was; the kid literally sometimes mistook one for the other.

"We have people without superpowers here," Clueless maintained.

_Well, he's not wrong._ Hiccup curled himself up a little tighter in his chair, recalling Spitelout's reprimand from the day before. Trying to distract himself, he glanced down at his watch, thinking to himself with relief, _Alright. Fishlegs and Camicazi should be leaving class soon._

Technically Hiccup should have been attending that class himself. However, three blasting alarms set a few minutes apart from one another had failed to wake him up; somehow he slept through all of them, Mindlock had chosen not to jostle him awake, and Hiccup consequently had slept halfway through the day. When he finally, wearily, with great effort had pulled open an eye, fighting all gravity to do so, he had been shocked to realize it was 2:30 PM.

_I guess I needed it,_ Hiccup mused. Strangely, instead of feeling more rested after a full night's sleep, he felt even groggier, in a state of perpetual fog, and struggled even now not to drift off to sleep once more.

"No no no no no no no no, blockhead," Tuffnut was insisting to Clueless now. "I don't mean that just _some_ people don't have superpowers. I mean a world where _no one_ had no superpowers. I mean, how boring would that be? A world where no one can fly? Can you imagine that? And there would be no superheroes to save us. So would, like, _regular_ people try to save other regular people?"

"I guess…"

"But then…" Tuffnut seemed extraordinarily caught up in his own thought experiment now. "There wouldn't be any supervillains to screw things up, either. Bleh, supervillains. So would we be better off _without_ superpowers, or better _with_ superpowers…"

_This is amazingly philosophical for Tuffnut. _ Though Hiccup needed no reminders of his powerless life, he could not help but listen to the two youths converse – or rather, Tuffnut rattle off a monologue while Clueless near-wordlessly listen. _I'm used to Tuffnut talking about what would happen if the moon were ice cream and then it melted, or things like that._

"MAYBE THAT MEANS THE ANIMALS HAVE SUPERPOWERS!" screamed Tuffnut at once. He launched himself upward like a shuttle blasting off from earth into space, climbing up to the top of the couch to scream, "THE PIGS ARE THE ONES FLYING NOW!"

_Okay… I spoke too soon. This is typical Tuffnut._

"Man, this gives a whole new meaning to 'when pigs fly.' Pigs would fly all the time, then. But what would the superpower of a chicken be…"

"Invisibility? Super speed? Mind control?" Clueless began listing off different common abilities. "Shape shifting?"

"Shape shifting evil supervillain chickens." Tuffnut shuddered from on top his perch. "Ohhhh, what a foul world that would be. Haha, fowl. See what I did there? I mean, I didn't mean to do it, but then I did, and now I –"

"I get it, Tuffnut," Clueless said.

_Oooooookay then,_ Hiccup thought to himself. There were some humans he would never fully comprehend.

Thankfully, even as Tuffnut rambled about how cows would have laser vision, mice would take over the world, and badgers would "badge" (whatever that was supposed to mean), the school bell pealed, marking the end of seventh period and the end of school day. Hiccup perked up, eyes attentively watching for students to pass by the lounge. Thick-armed Harrietta was bragging about her latest weightlifting scores to Typhoon and Storm Fly, both of whom seemed completely uninterested in the physical update; Speedifist was complaining about the upcoming midterms for his philosophy course, and how he feared he would flunk the class; Ruffnut dragged herself past Tuffnut, punched him in the shoulder as way of greeting, and then slammed her backpack down on the floor by his feet. Adolescents, some of them wearing hair styled in licking flames, others shuffling across the floor on five stubby legs, mobbed the halls, some of them speaking eagerly, others playfully shoving each other, still others gossiping intently, a wicked look gleaming in their eye.

Within all this Hiccup noticed a tiny tangle of hair walking next to a broad teen twice her height. _Fishlegs and Camicazi. There they are._ Hiccup stood, leaving Tuffnut behind to discuss the regime of dolphins and mice as the world's greatest emperors, and greeted his friends with an apologetic yawn. "Sorry. I guess my brain needed sleep more than I needed to go to class."

"You think?" Mindlock responded, gesturing to the skinny teen. "Just _watching_ you the last few weeks made me tired. I don't know how you did it."

"Well, I'm not doing it again." Another yawn stretched Hiccup's lips. "At least, hopefully not anytime soon."

"_I'd_ do it again," cheeped Camicazi joyfully. "That was fun. Right now though," and she puffed herself up proudly, "I'm off to do some extra training with my mentor. I'm going to be doing more district surveillance and patrols. I guess I've really been doing good on all those raids I've fought in."

"That's great, Camicazi," Fishlegs said. Hiccup attempted to speak his own congratulations, though felt a little sad about doing so. _I've never been assigned to fighting Outcasts at night as a superhero sidekick._ And now Camicazi would be receiving even more full hero responsibilities.

"So yeah. I'm off!" Indeed, the little girl enacted her word immediately, charging off to costume up and live the life of a dedicate hero. Even as other students were still emerging from the doors of their classrooms, and Hiccup and Fishlegs still stood in the center of the lounge with Tuffnut rattling off a storm… Camicazi had completely vacated the premises, disappearing beyond school walls.

"Just the two of us, then," Hiccup said belatedly.

"Yeah." Fishlegs glanced around. Three high school seniors marched past him, all of them speaking eagerly of graduating soon. Filing past them were some younger folks eagerly talking about next semester's schedule. "Would now be a good time to catch me up on what happened? I don't mean to pester, it's just…"

"No, no, it's good, I can catch you up." Hiccup's stomach rumbled beneath him, and he gave an apologetic smirk up to his friend. "Mind doing that with some food? I haven't eaten yet today."

* * *

><p>"So that's what happened." Hiccup finished his narrative at the same time he finished his sandwich. However, even as he licked his fingers, he glanced around, hoping to continue his meal with more food. In addition to needing a lot of sleep, apparently he needed a lot of <em>food<em>. Fishlegs automatically grabbed the potato chips from his own tray – nearly untouched – and passed them off to Hiccup, who opened them up and began snacking with loud, unashamed crunches. Oh, but the salt tasted delicious. He could barely taste the flavor above the strength of that mineral. "We flew back from the store and came here."

"Wow." Mindlock needed some time to process the information, interesting given as he was essentially a human computer. He twiddled his thumbs for a moment, then remarked again, more profoundly, "Just… wow. Not quite what I expected would happen."

"Same here," admitted Hiccup.

"You're lucky you escaped those Outcasts," Fishlegs marveled. "I mean, I've fought them in the streets at night on some of the raids. But that's been with my coaches and other superheroes. Not by myself with just one other sidekick."

"Well, it was mostly Cami." Hiccup shrugged uncomfortably. Unbidden, Spitelout's criticisms slipped into his mind, followed by Astrid's similar critiques. "But you're right… we were lucky. I guess it was irresponsible of us to go out doing that."

Mindlock's eyes widened just a little, perhaps a bit surprised to hear Hiccup admit this.

"We talked to Deputy Jorgenson once we got back," Hiccup explained. "He had us tell him everything, but wasn't all that pleased about us leaving."

"I'd imagine not," said Fishlegs. "He didn't… you weren't… didn't the school discipline you guys since they found out you left?" There was worry in his voice. "Is that really why you weren't in class today? Oh my…"

"No, no, that wasn't it at all." Hiccup hurriedly cut his companion off before Fishlegs' anxiety could increase on false presuppositions. "I… actually don't _know_ why the deputy didn't discipline us. Not completely, anyway." His voice trailed off, and his eyes wandered to the corner of the room. Hiccup even forgot to continue snacking on his potato chips. After a moment of musing, Hiccup returned, "He was acting rather strange, to be honest. He seemed to want to keep all this secret, like we stumbled into something classified."

Fishlegs' eyes definitely widened this time. "Like _what_?" His voice came out in a pig-like squeal.

Hiccup turned around, not-so-discretely checking the tables around them in the cafeteria. Directly behind them, no one sat; to their left, no one either; and the party at the right chattered in such loud voices that they certainly would pay no ear to these two boys' conversation. His words would be safe to speak. Good. He leaned in anyway. "Well, it's just the impression I got anyway. He focused a lot on the 'tests' these Outcasts were talking about. Seemed really interested in that."

"Did he tell you anything about what those tests were?"

"Not a word. I still have no idea what they are."

"Huh."

"He also told me not to tell anyone about it. So… don't say anything."

Fishlegs waved his hands furiously indicating that he would not even _breathe_ the information out of his nostrils. From the wideness of his eyes and the slackness of his jaws, he now retroactively wished he had not heard any of this information in the first place.

"The other weird thing was how he talked about my dad. Or rather how he _didn't_." Hiccup's voice grew frustrated. "It sounds like the Outcasts don't have my dad after all."

"_What?!"_

Hands reached out. Hiccup wildly gesticulated for Fishlegs to quiet down. The party to their left still laughed uproariously at some joke, but he still did not wish to take any chances. Not since his conversation would be questioning the very word of the _Acting Chief of Security_, second-in-command of security operations in the Berk Superhero Headquarters.

"So the Outcasts wanted to experiment on me, right? That's what they said, put me through some 'tests'. But they were also talking about doing that to like, I don't know, draw out my father or something?" Hiccup shrugged. "And they seemed worried that 'Skullcrusher was onto them,' which would mean…"

"…your dad isn't captured after all," Fishlegs breathed. "Oh god." He inhaled the implications of this information. "Then you went on this mission for nothing?"

"I guess. But I tried to ask my uncle about it, and he wouldn't say a word about it. Not where Dad was. Not where he might be. Tried telling me that the Outcasts just didn't know Dad was captured by other Outcasts."

"Well, maybe he's right? My mind has _been_ inside the Berk computer banks. There's nothing about Skullcrusher outside of what you and I already know."

"I still don't think so," Hiccup insisted. "He seemed too guarded when we talked yesterday."

"This _is_ Deputy Jorgenson we're talking about."

"I know, I know. I still think he's hiding something. I've known him my whole life, Fishlegs. I know when he's hiding something. And I think there's something going on with Dad that he doesn't want me to know about."

At this point, Mindlock had paled. "But if it's not in the computer banks, and Deputy Jorgenson knows something about Chief Skullcrusher, then…" His voice trailed off, but he picked up blabbing on in a slightly different vein. "And now I'm involved." Fishlegs moaned by sticking his face into his thick hands. "You just told me information the_ deputy_ told you to keep secret. Oh god…"

"It's probably why he didn't suspend Cami or me. He doesn't want people suspicious we know things about… uh… these 'tests'… or my dad… whatever's going on. I just…" Hiccup hesitated. "I guess it means this is it. Dead end. At least for now." He slumped dejectedly, fished into his chip back for some comfort, and then sighed when he realized he had run out of snack food, too. Fishlegs handed Hiccup his pudding and plastic spoon.

"Done?" Relief and surprise coated Mindlock's voice. His eyes narrowed, at least as much as his naturally wide eyes could. Squinting, he pried, "You're not planning on doing a _second_ adventure _behind_ my back this time, are you?"

"Well, not really. I'm not sure, anyway. It's going to drive me crazy that Spitelout's hiding something." Hiccup paused. "Uh, speaking of secrets, did Storm Fly keep her mouth shut?"

"What?"

"Her mouth shut?"

"What do you mean?"

Hiccup opened the pudding, and after spooning a generous mouthful of chocolate into his mouth, uttered, "That night you and I were testing the flight suit. You know how I flew off?"

"Yeah, and never told me what happened?"

_Oh. Right. Oops. _"Well, it was that Storm Fly found me, and I was showing her what the suit could do. I was trying to convince her not to go off to the school board and tell them I was going to leave."

"I guess she didn't tell them then."

"I guess not," Hiccup marveled. His mind returned to that night, of the two of them swooping through the center of the city together, up and down, trailing after one another, and landing at the top of a skyscraper to soak in the beautiful city view. Had he really done that with _Storm Fly_?

Fishlegs apparently shared those sentiments, despite the fact he could not share in Hiccup's memories. "I'm sort of surprised. She's never liked you. I'd tell you to stand up to her, but you know I'm a worse coward than you are," Fishlegs said with an abashed chuckle. He seemed nervous simply stating those words, let alone thinking of what it would entail to stand up to someone so powerful as Storm Fly Hofferson. "She's not exactly the person _to_ stand up to. That's suicide."

"She… was a little less rude that night," Hiccup admitted. "She respected me enough to promise she'd let me go after Dad and not tell anyone. And she explained a little bit why she gets angry at me. After coming back from my 'mission' to find Dad, I suppose I see her point."

The cafeteria was slowly accumulating more crowds at this point, more conventional dinner times nearing, and the volume of the large room forced Hiccup to raise his voice. Stilt-legged superheroes clopped by the boys' table in an unpleasant racket. "Deputy Jorgenson called us out for the same things. It's irresponsible to go into dangerous situations you can't protect yourself in. And while I've always wanted to be a superhero… I… shouldn't endanger anyone either. Cami and I could have been killed by those Outcasts." Twisted stomach. Hiccup's fatigue still must have been affecting his mind even after his long rest; he was speaking more openly than custom. Or maybe he was exploding out emotions one only naturally needed to vent after such a harrowing escapade. "We could've _died_. Because we were reckless enough to get into a situation we weren't prepared for.

"It's…" and he crunched the pudding in his hands, and glared down at his tray with his arm shaking slightly. Emotions, fatigue, frustrations, _everything_ began to boil inside him. He hardly knew what he was happening, only spoke thoughts that had been forming, swarming, and solidifying inside his mind since he first entered the superhero academy. The mission completed with his father only exacerbated these emotions. _I came in to save my father, I left a fool. _"It's the exact opposite of what a superhero should do."

His companion was silent. While the rest of the room buzzed in dinnertime preparations, Fishlegs and Hiccup remained completely wordless.

"I've _always_ wanted to be a superhero. _Always_. It's why I always ran off making inventions – to try to 'make' a superpower. It's why I got so excited to go to this school, and it's why I felt so awkward and hesitant around other people with superpowers once I got into this school. Because I want to be like _them_ so much, but I _know_ I'm nothing like them. It's embarrassing. I'm too weak, I'm not strong enough, I'm not gifted enough, I don't have what it takes. For the love of – I was weak, I was a coward! _Camicazi_ was the one who fought the Outcasts, Fishlegs. It was just _Camicazi_. Not me. I didn't do anything except get captured. I risked everyone's lives… I could have… could have…" _Could have died._ Every time he spoke it, or nearly spoke it, the implications soaked further into his mind. How had he not felt such guilt for this before? "What kind of a superhero am I? What kind of a sidekick am I when all I do is nearly get people killed? I burned down a public building once. I've had multiple superheroes try to save me during Outcast raid nights. Now I just had a friend save my butt from Norbert the Nutjob and the League of Outcasts."

At this point in time, Fishlegs' mouth was open. He seemed ready to shrink away, to hide, to crawl under the table because he didn't know how to respond. For that matter, Hiccup would not have minded crawling under a table, either. But at the moment, he was too busy ranting, his hands waving about and surprisingly somehow not knocking anything over.

"That's like an anti-superhero. If I'm going to be a superhero, I'm going to be a _hero_, not just someone with gadgets. Someone who actually _saves_ people instead of needing to be saved."

"So… you're giving up on your dad?"

"I said I don't know!" Hiccup threw his hands up in the air. "I'll figure it out! Maybe. I hope. I don't know. I haven't been saving people. I haven't been helping _anyone._ I've been putting their lives in danger. People could have been _killed_ because I've tried to 'make my superpowers' and…"

He looked around the cafeteria, at all the successful people who had become true heroes of the city.

He recognized how awkward the conversation had become at once and halted, immediately paralyzed. "I'm… sorry. I'll be… going… now." And he stumbled off, dragging himself across the floor. He felt thankful that Fishlegs felt no need to follow him.


	20. Chapter 12: Lull

And suddenly all fell… silent.

It was a disguised silence, an obscure silence, a deceivingly loud silence, but silence nonetheless. All about him bustled a loud and chaotic world of superheroes fighting weekly Outcast raids after dark, of students sparring and honing their abilities during the day, of classmates frantically shuffling their papers to prepare for midterm exams. The last concern certainly created hubbub; youths darted in and out of teachers' off periods to review material they should have mastered weeks ago, while others moaned loudly and obnoxiously about how they needed to study during lunch hours. Somehow, of course, lots of the people who shouted about exams procrastinated and never _actually_ studied for them… but the culture of preparation and anxiety bloomed forth nonetheless, and everyone about Hiccup set about in a fearful scramble, the jeopardy of their grades terrorizing them into actually cracking open their doodle-filled class notes.

If anything, this should have been a _loud_ period of the year. It certainly seemed so for everyone else. Midterms constituted an _enormous_ stress upon students, a very important and very fearsome event of the year. It stirred up most of the teenagers. It evoked emotion. Instilled fear – for some poor souls, more fear than were they actually fighting an eight foot tall enemy face-to-face.

However, for Hiccup… the world seemed to lapse into a muffled lull.

Class notes felt inconsequential after encountering the Outcasts outside Skullion City. What did he care about the philosophy of rule utilitarianism and how it might hypothetically apply to his future actions as a superhero? What did all those rules and regulations of civil law do for him _now_? He found himself doodling pictures during the class' midterm review – sketches of looming, superpowered monstrosities hurtling out from the lines of notebook paper and reaching to throttle Hiccup's skinny neck. Fair enough, studying in his dorm room he did sometimes do, yet only with a half-hearted attention to the textbook material. He could keep his eyes on the pages of the books for fifteen minutes maximum… usually drifting off after even less time than that. Preparing for half a semester's worth of material seemed laughably simple after rush-developing a super suit, reading up on scientific journals, and researching the landscape of Skullion City in a mere two weeks. Hiccup did not even need to try at this.

Granted, the teen never had been one to gauge in deep academic studies. He learned the material he desired outside of classes; school rarely focused its subject matter on what interested Hiccup – and when it did touch upon Hiccup's curiosities, it did indeed do no more than touch – barely brush – over the simplest concepts of that material. Yet this era of midterms felt even more uninspiring, even more numb, than Hiccup had before experienced midterms. He could hardly even remember now that academics existed.

But this was _all_ that existed. All to him, now. No more leads on his mission to find his father. No more new escapades outside Berk to plot. Only questions over which to puzzle… questions on which he got frustratingly nowhere. He had middle of the year classroom exams to work on, and little else.

Might as well try to study.

Choke through the material.

Let eyes wander in the lounge as he read through a book.

Settle on Storm Fly… quickly return back to the text.

Daze off again.

Thus time lapsed, lapsed in a horrible non-existing existence of time, an unmoving drag from one second to the next, nothing occurring, nothing forthcoming.

Seated in his law class, answering test questions on a sheet of paper. Multiple choice. A, A, B, E, A, B, C, B, D, D. Turn the pages. C, D, D, D, E, A, A, B, A, D, C. He had to force himself to check his work, and even then, he was not sure he would even notice a mistake were it 2+2 = 2700. He turned in the test without a care whether he received a passing or failing grade. Most likely, the score would fall somewhere halfway between the two.

Students trickled out of the classroom, one-by-one, then hurried to their dorms to prepare for tomorrow's big test in philosophy.

Yes, all felt silent.

All felt silent indeed.

Even P.E. classes felt mild in comparison – a strange sentiment, being as once riding on the back of a mentor's hurling motorcycle frightened him to no end, and he had spent the whole first week of school griping about the instructor's unacceptably perilous "teaching methods." The extremes of this sport surprised him not. Likewise Madame Valkyrie's abrasive retorts made little mark on him; she would not harm him like the Outcasts almost had, and so her words could be closed off into Hiccup's muffled, unfeeling, barely thinking headspace.

Perhaps… perhaps… she _was_ speaking a little less abrasively to him, and there was something _objective_ about the sense of silence in his physical training.

Restless and aimless as he was, this significance almost passed him by. And then he realized: _She's started to take me more seriously_.

More thoughts trickled through between midterms. _Now's my chance to actually change myself and become the hero I should be. _

Shame. Some guilt. But also resolution, determination. He could change these moments of quietness into something far greater. He remembered his rant toward Fishlegs the week before about needing to be someone who could not just fly through the air, but actively better peoples' lives… and though he could not necessarily his father's life with the limited information he held now, the least he could do was prepare for a situation where rescue might happen in the future.

Other students worried about A's and B+ grades. More advanced youths also paired up with superheroes and fought at night in the Outcast night raids, placing into action their skills. Never did Hiccup receive that duty. But someday, he hoped it might be.

Silent.

Silent indeed.

Thus midterms came and passed.

He sat before his desk late at night, keeping the lamplight dim so Fishlegs could sleep. The mound of pillows and blankets to his left seemed still as stone, yet Hiccup wished to respect Fishlegs' slumber as much as he could, and thus leaned in to squint at dim light, peering at a very detailed sketch before him...

His armor, not as it was, but as it could be.

The short design and construction time impacted the efficacy of Hicup's current armor and gear. The suit functioned, amazingly so, yet it hardly boasted the greatest technological achievements in the city. Thus far, Hiccup had found himself spinning and regaining his momentum in the skies moreso than steering straight. However, with some tampering, tweaking, and dedicated experimentation…

_This is it,_ he told himself, staring at the sketch in excitement. His heart pounded in the darkness of the room. _This is it. Just you watch, Storm Fly, just you watch, Uncle Spitelout… I'll be saving lives in no time at all._

* * *

><p>Unsurprisingly then he found himself lingering in the lawn aside campus during his off-hours, enjoying the lingering green grasses of autumn before all turned brown and the temperature changed from chilled to chancy. Already he could feel the bite of approaching winter on his cheeks and the pain of parch-skinned knuckles; the increasing crispness in the air dried his skin, especially eating away at his hands – yet it was his hands he kept exposed as he worked on his vambraces outdoors.<p>

A ring of books, half of them opened and held down with stones as makeshift paperweights, circled around Hiccup a though he were a wizard engaging in some magic ceremony. He sat cross-legged in the center of the mystic ring, arm guard in one hand, a simple screwdriver in the other fingers. Of course, a heap of tools lay near his feet as well, amongst the books, ready to be used at a later time. But he needed to undo some of his previous work first, which meant reverently disassembling some of the outer layers of the vambrace, in order to craft his intended improvements.

Working outside calmed him. For one, it provided him better sunlight – at least when the sun did not disappear behind clouds. Today's partially overcast weather rendered such a desired benefit as that questionably profitable; he might have received no more light here than in his bedroom today. _At least it's not _artificial_ light,_ he told himself. _Something I don't get at home._ Living on the upper stories of an apartment building in the middle of downtown rarely allowed him some fresh air. A second reason to step outdoors. And last, he understood snows soon would crash upon the ground, leaving the possibility of working outside impossible. He would seize this rare opportunity while the fall season still… _somewhat_… lingered. Time ticked quickly, the leaves from the trees falling off in increasing speed, and settling in piles around Hiccup's books.

Not many lawns carpeted Berk, yet the Superhero Headquarters, located outside the main center of the city, allowed for more expansive room… for green grass… for trees… and for games played outdoors.

Half a dozen stampedes crashed into one another now, not too far from where Hiccup sat quietly. He could watch the teams fight from the corner of his eye; they appeared to be engaged in some sort of fancy keep-away, a game involving much contact but not many rules. Tuffnut and Ruffnut cackled, separating to engage their magnet field, and bending poor Snotlout – who wore a huge metal belt buckle – out of competition. Yet at once both twins lunged for the football, grabbed it at the same instant, and started yanking at it while shouting profane insults.

It appeared fun, in a way. Hiccup simply shrugged, though. He understood that, with his weak frame and lack of superhero skills, he would hardly stand long in the competition.

"No! That's my ball! My ball, my glory!" a voice screeched out in the middle of the mayhem.

"HA! Eat my dust!" Something that sounded like Hiccup's self-confident cousin. A moment later, the earth erupted in a screech… Hiccup jumped at the boom of a pounding thunderclap… though once his heart rate slowed down to sustainable levels, Hiccup deduced that Astrid probably had shot lightning at Snotlout with her storm powers. Sudden winds whipped all of Hiccup's textbooks shut. He cringed, watching Storm Fly levitate into the air, mocking, "You were _saying_, Snotlout?" and holding her prize for all to see.

With an adamant punch into the air, Snotlout shot forth lightning. Fire met swirling cloud. Astrid tottered for a moment, and in that moment, it was enough for Clueless to make eye contact. Astrid suddenly appeared dead, confused… and in that bewilderment handed the ball to Clueless. But before Clueless could even touch the football, suddenly a whip of _something_ shot past them, ran across the campus, and disappeared with a cackle.

"Speedifist," everyone groaned, loathing the boy's super speed for an infinite time.

Hiccup chose to resume his project, leaned down to reopen his books to their appropriate pages, and commenced dissecting his vanguard. _Now if I alter it to better fit my forearm, then I can add this ray gun right here embedded into the left arm… right… exactly like this… and then…_

A force _smacked_ him in the head.

The football bounced down at his knee a moment later.

Everyone was charging after the ball – and by consequence – after _him_.

"No! Don't mess this up!" Hiccup exclaimed, pulling out his vambrace and automatically firing with his newly powered arm guard. Everyone shouted in shock.

"Wait! Did Hiccup just get the ball?" Snotlout exclaimed, baffled.

Hiccup glanced down at his feet, which so happened to be sporting his rocket boots, and smiled.

Still carrying the football under armpit, he launched into the sky.

Storm Fly shot after Hiccup. "Oh no you don't!" she exclaimed, attempting to both pursue him as closely as possible, while still safely avoiding the bursting jet flames streaming behind him. She cycled about like a twister, corkscrewing around him, reaching toward the center of her tornado to reach her prize. Hiccup attempted twisting, too, hugging the ball close at hand. Somehow in all the dizziness and unclear flashing visuals he saw a face reach in. A moment later, the weight of his hands disappeared, and Storm Fly was shooting away.

He followed her.

"Typhoon, here!" she called out to her roommate.

The large, chunky girl surged upward into the air. She astonishingly boasted a high jump and caught the football out of the air perfectly. She could have made a touchdown on a professional team. More superhero sidekickes charged after her: Push and Pull with their magnets, Snotlout with his bursting fire, Clueless with his memory wiping, Speedifist with his super speed.

"Got it!" Typhoon crowed.

Speedifist snatched it from her fingertips.

"Don't got it!" she howled.

Hiccup noticed Speedifist's trajectory and launched his boots in a direction intended to intersect his classmates' path. He missed, only barely, feeling Speedifist sweep past and air rush right after.

"After him! After him!" several voices.

"CRAP!" A human being suddenly crashing on a rock on the ground. As Speedifist plunged forward, Snotlout tackled the football.

So Hiccup landed. Pointed his weapon on his forearm and threatened, "This is on stun, but it's going to make you drop it."

"We'll see about _that_," his cousin taunted. Snotlout opened up his lips and belched for fire like a dragon, a huge blast shooting like a laser straight for Hiccup's head. Somehow he managed to duck and shoot in turn. A sudden shout "MY LEG!" preceded Hiccup diving in and grabbing the football.

Suddenly, a cell phone lying in the middle of the field went off, blasting country music at a deafening volume.

"That's it!" said Tuffnut. He seemed to be the only person unaffected by the cacophonous noise, and indeed only slowly reached down to the shut the over-loud cell phone off. "Hiccup wins the game!"

"Wait, _what?_" exclaimed Hiccup at the same time Astrid gasped the exact same words.

"Those are the rules," Tuffnut declared, turning his alarm off and beckoning for Hiccup to step forward safely. "Person holding the football when the timer goes off is winner. Say, best two out of three?"

"I…" Hiccup stared down at the football in his hands, a rather simple, typical sports item… but one which he gawked at as though it were the first alien to land on earth. "I _won_."

"Yeah," said Astrid, stepping past him. She only seemed slightly out of breath; even her braid did not seem too unruly after all this roughhousing. And though it was hard to gauge if her voice were terse or sincere, she did tell him the words, "Good game."


	21. Chapter 12: Lull (continued)

Now that Tuffnut's timer had gone off, and the game was finished, all the sporting youths gathered around Hiccup in a flash mob. The teen found himself pressed between bodies, all of them interested in checking out his half-assembled techs. Tuffnut yanked his arm, staring at the vambrace and questioning, "Yo, how's this whatchamacallit work?" Speedifist, at the same time, knelt down and grabbed one of Hiccup's feet. The boy felt himself stumbling at the same time his peer remarked, "Dude, these boots make you almost as fast as me. How you doin' it?"

_They're _interested _in me. They're actually _interested_ in me._

Hiccup stumbled backward, gawking, and emitting out a repetitive "Ah ah ah ah" as he hopped on one foot. Speedifist only belatedly let go, allowing Hiccup to set his foot down and regain a sense of balance. Yet as the youths anew surged toward him again, barraging him with even _more_ questions, he felt himself nearly fall backwards on his rear.

"Uh, one at a time?" he finally squeaked out, though at first no one heard him.

He realized there was only one person who wasn't crowding Hiccup. Storm Fly. She stood in the back, distanced a little ways from the rest of the group, but she was smirking. Or maybe Hiccup was imagining it. If the small smirk were ever there, it was subtle, masked almost completely over in a more serious disposition. She was watching him carefully, not hostilely, but still with less exuberant interest than the others.

_Because she's seen how this works. No one else has._

Even Snotlout was amazed at his cousin's technologies. "Hey, this is actually sorta cool. You shot me with it, didn't you? How's it work?"

"Uh, laser fire," Hiccup stumbled. "Tightly focused single synchronized wavelength exciting atoms of a combination of reactive and inert gaseous lasing medium, emitting photons that bounce back and forth between two mirrors, which shoot out and escape through a lens to focus the beam into an ultraviolet 913 nanometer wavelength light. A really powerful type of excimer laser, in essence."

Snotlout stared at Hiccup with uncomprehending blue eyes. His mouth, which had been open in a broad smile, now just hung there, frozen in confusion. "Uhhh… mind simplifying that?"

"That was… my uh, simplified version?" Hiccup responded abashedly.

He could out of the corner of his eye Astrid snorting, amused. Of course. Storm Fly enjoyed seeing Snotlout outdone.

"Oh, I get it," said Clueless, nodding thoughtfully.

Ruffnut cackled. "Man, if you understood anything more than the word 'laser,' I'd be surprised."

"Indeed, this is a world of technologies which neither of us can fathom," Tuffnut intoned in a mockingly serious voice. "We must trust the instincts of one who doesn't have superpowers to use this knowledge to his own devices."

"Ooooookay then." Hiccup blinked, not at all sure what to make of this.

"The point of the matter is, this is sorta cool," said Speedifist, still checking out Hiccup's boots. "I must say, I didn't think that someone without superpowers could do something like _this_."

"Gotta play another round," someone else in the crowd exclaimed. "Show us again, Hiccup! Let's see if you can keep up with us for a _second_ time."

* * *

><p>Hiccup shuffled, wearied, into his dorm room. He barely noticed Fishlegs seated on his bed, hunched over some sort of technological magazine. When his roommate stumbled inside, Fishlegs, worriedly, asked, "What's wrong? It wasn't Snotlout bullying you again, was it?"<p>

"You're not going to believe it," Hiccup panted, throwing his entire weight against the door to click it shut, "but I think it was about the exact opposite."

Mindlock's eyes squinted in puzzled thought. "You've _got_ to explain what that means," he said after pausing a short moment.

Hiccup dragged himself away from the door and threw himself, spread-eagled and face-first, onto his bed. He crashed into the cushions with great fervor. After rolling contentedly in the covers for a moment, he turned around, lying on his back, and remarking to Fishlegs, "I didn't make as much progress on my suit as I wanted today, but it's 'cause everyone was interested in seeing how it worked. I – I – I can't believe it, Fishlegs. They actually wanted to see how it worked!"

"They?"

"I mean, everyone! Speedifist. Push and Pull. Clueless. Even my cousin! I accidentally won one of their keepaway games, and then suddenly everyone was asking how my boots and lasers worked."

"It is pretty cool," Fishlegs admitted good-naturedly.

"But no one's been _interested_ in it until now. Well…" and Hiccup paused. "Except for you."

"And Cami."

"Yeah, I guess a little." After a lull in conversation, Hiccup remarked again, "But I still can't just believe… _everybody_… was interested."

"Looks like you're starting to make a place among the sidekicks after all. And well about time." Fishlegs held up a finger to enunciate his point. "I know you've been conflicted about whether you belong here or not, but the point of the matter is… you _do_."

The conversation broke off there, but Hiccup continued to reflect. He had wanted to be a superhero for so long, and had fought his way into the academy here. Once he had entered the Superhero Headquarters, though, he had immediately felt inadequate and doubted his abilities to actually manifest any superhero traits. The slow progress on his flight suit had blinded him to the fact that maybe – maybe – he was starting to become better at this, and that his technological prowess would start to catch the eye of the other teens.

_Yeah… Fishlegs is right… I think I do belong here._

* * *

><p>Midterm grades were returned, some grades higher than others, and some more exciting to receive than others. Hiccup shrugged, glumly, at the B- on his civil law exam, admitting to himself yet again he had not placed much effort into it. Other students, though, seemed even less enthralled. Snotlout winced upon seeing his grade – whatever it was – and when the teacher wasn't looking, set out a quick burst of flame from his fist that incinerated the exam sheets. Storm Fly seemed more content and merely slipped the pages into her binder after a precursory glance at the top of her page.<p>

Hiccup knew what that meant. People who didn't look at the questions they got wrong usually hadn't missed any question. Storm Fly had received an A+. 100%, flawless.

_Of course she did. She's the perfect superhero-in-training._

The next large hubbub of conversations arising from the student population now involved Homecoming. Now that the main barrage of tests were over, and all that fearful drama, the students could become equally traumatized with the concept of asking someone to the dance. According to hearsay by other students, Hiccup learned that it had taken a long time for the sidekicks to convince school faculty to hold dances; after all, Berk Superhero Headquarters was a police force first and foremost, and did not think much in matters of frivolities. Yet now that Homecoming had become a real event, and this year's dance was coming soon, everyone was interested in talking about it.

Snotlout asked Storm Fly to the dance, of course. He vociferously expressed to others he found little interest in such social minglings, but that he would do it for the dear lady of his life… a lady who promptly refused him and threw him halfway across the room in a superpowered cyclone. Hiccup overheard Typhoon ask Ruffnut if she wanted to go with anyone, to which Ruffnut said she and her brother had plans of wreaking havoc… and Tuffnut shouted in turn that he was planning on bringing a cardboard cutout of some random pop star celebrity as his date. But Speedifist connected up with Harrietahorn, and in the lower classes, Gustav with Adelaide, and the gossip and drama continued on for weeks.

"I think all three of us should go together," Camicazi proclaimed when Fishlegs and Hiccup both said they had no intention nor interest in coming near Homecoming. "I'm not good enough for any old _boy_ to take me, but you guys aren't too bad… for boys."

"No, no no no, we're all good," both Mindlock and Hiccup insisted, waving their hands with even more insistence than their words enunciated.

"I was planning on working on my flight suit over the weekend," Hiccup said sheepishly, while Mindlock mumbled himself about "having two left feet" - something that might or might not have been exactly true.

"Fine," Cami huffed. "I'll go with some of the girls who were planning on making their own group."

And so it was the two teen boys lingered in the dorm, very quietly, while others dressed up in elaborate fabric and headed down to the gym, which was said to have been decorated very gallantly by some of the more ambitious sidekicks. Camicazi assured them she'd tell them of all the adventures she had. Hiccup was slightly worried about what she intended, maybe even more worried about her than anything Ruffnut and Tuffnut had concocted.

"I never did like crowds," Hiccup said, leaning over his breastplate, which was in turn set on his desk. He was attempting to smooth the surface, making the plate look less precursory and more sleek, something that would be a fit design for a mecha movie. He paused, examining his work so far, and then sighed. _I might have to completely redo this part of the suit in order for it to be any good_. _Though maybe if I pull out my soldering iron…_

"Me neither," Fishlegs agreed. "Peace and quiet is certainly better."

Hiccup paused, glaring at his project. "Uh… where's my soldering iron?"

"Probably under your laundry pile that's stacked in the middle of the floor. You really need to work on cleanliness, my friend."

"Yeah, yeah, I know, I'm trying. I'm just… ah… busy, with other… things." Hiccup stomped over to his pile of laundry, fumbling through the shirts and socks and pants, trying to find his tool in the midst of all the fabric. His hands gripped on something smooth, but smaller than he was expecting. He frowned, grabbed the pocket of a coat, and pulled out a smooth glass vial.

He stood there, confused, for a long moment.

At last Fishlegs piped up, "Hey, something wrong?"

"I… I am not sure." Hiccup stared at the vial a moment longer. _Where did I get this…? ...it seems like it was something important..._

"Don't feel too bad about missing Homecoming. Cami would've been happy to go with you if you'd wanted. She was practically offering."

"No, no, that's not it. Look at this. Fishlegs, do you recognize it?"

Hiccup turned around and produced the small vial to Mindlock, who stared at it with a puzzled frown. "Uh, no…? Should I?"

Hiccup paused, and then suddenly exclaimed. "Wait! I know what this is!" He began to whoop, throwing aside everything else, and even shoving his breastplate-in-progress onto the floor. "I'd totally forgotten I'd grabbed this! I didn't realize – I didn't know – oh my god, do you realize what's going on?"

"No, not… at… all…"

Noticing that he needed to explain his excitement, Hiccup slowed himself down. Rather, he tried to slow down, but his words still came out all in a jumble. "When Camicazi and I were trying to find the Outcasts, we walked through this abandoned warehouse where I grabbed this glass vial. But then we found the Outcasts elsewhere but there was also this other vial that I think looked like this one. Which MEANS that the two places are related and that the abandoned warehouse must have been used by the Outcasts at one point in time which means that there's something important about this glass vial and I might be able to figure out something of what's going on if I can figure out what they were putting inside the vials…"

"Iiiiiiiiii _think_ I understand you," Mindlock said with a clearly confused frown.

Waving his hands around, Hiccup finally punctuatingly declared, "I think I actually have a lead on what to do about the Outcasts and my dad."

Mindlock jumped up. "Oh my gosh! This is _way_ better than just going to a dance!"

The two of them crowded over the vial and began their work.


	22. Chapter 13: Discovery

It was only a few minutes later they charged out of their room, shut the dorm door behind them, and raced down the hallways toward the laboratories. Hiccup marched determinedly ahead of Mindlock, who was nervously trailing him and loudly whispering, "Are you _sure_ you want to do this!"

"Yes!"

Mindlock bit at his fingers while still trying to swing his other arm in a run. "Ohhh," he groaned. "I shouldn't have told him he had to do this…"

They turned around the corner to one of the more impressive laboratories, one available to very few students even under teacher observation, and certainly not accessible to anyone at this hour of the night. Hiccup glanced around, peering both ways into the hall to ascertain no guard nor other pedestrian were watching, before fiddling around with the classroom access code. He came immediately up with a red light on the keypad: access denied.

"Fishlegs, you've been in this room, haven't you?"

"…yes…" his reluctant companion moaned. He was currently covering his eyes to try to overcome the horror of what they were doing.

Hiccup would have none of this, though. _We're finally off to another lead! We have to figure out what sort of chemical has been stored in this vial. There's still a drop of liquid here, so we can find out! _Rolling his eyes and turning toward his roommate, Hiccup intoned, "Alright now, Fishlegs, I know it's stored in your memory. A computer doesn't forget. What's the code to this keypad?"

After grumbling about moral consequences, irresponsibility, and out of school suspension, the sidekick finally grumbled out, "0623."

"Oh… six… twenty… three." Hiccup punched out the code, watched the light along the side of the keypad blink green, and then exuberantly opened up the door. "I just hope that there's enough of the chemical inside the vial to do what we need." He glanced at Fishlegs, who was lingering outside, fiddling with his fingers. "Come on, get inside!"

"Eeeee…"

"You know you want to find out what this is!"

"I hate that about me," Fishlegs snarled, but trailed after Hiccup and sheepishly – like a scolded puppy – slunk into the room. Hiccup shut the door behind him and began examining the laboratory. It burst forth into masses of impressive, enormous, state of the art equipment.

"So, you said that the way to test this was through NRM spectro-uh…"

"NMR spectroscopy. Nuclear magnetic resonance spectroscopy," Mindlock clarified, and then said, slightly less certainly, "that is, if this little drop of liquid in there is organic."

"Come on," Hiccup responded exasperatedly, walking toward the machine he believed would do the trick. The enormous white machine looked much like a giant, rounded storage cell. Right next to it was a three-step ladder which would be needed to reach the top of the chamber, where he assumed the sample would have to be inserted. He peeped at the machine with great interest, though he had no idea at all how to run this. Understanding some technologies very well did not mean he understood everything, and Hiccup had always been a little weak in the chemistry and biology departments. He was better at the computer sciences and straightforward physics. "If I remember what you said, Fishlegs, you said that NMR is non-destructive, so even if we don't get results, it doesn't hurt to try. Right?"

"Uhhhhh…. I mean… sort of… uh… right…" moaned Fishlegs, and they set themselves to work. He still didn't seem relaxed, but at least he was willing to assist. "Can you find some deuterochloroform? It should be labeled and stored in a small bottle. The first thing we need to do is add that to the sample."

* * *

><p>"Aaaand we should be done," Fishlegs said. He nervously crept toward the machine, near which a computer rested on an otherwise unoccupied desk. The monitor was on and flashing results on some program called TopSpin. "Time to see the results."<p>

Hiccup trailed behind his friend, watching as Fishlegs sifted through the data. Several times Mindlock frowned, baffled, and muttered beneath his breath. To Hiccup, all he could see were charts with climbing and falling lines, not all too different from what he might see of a Fourier transform, audio wave file, or EKG. On the right side was a table of values, labeled "Peaks," and containing multiple columns which included v(F1) [ppm] and Intensity [abs]. The final column, though, Hiccup believed he understood with no issue: at times the table listed off elements like hydrogen and carbon. The tests they had run tonight would help them deduce the chemical makeup of the drop of liquid that had been inside the Outcast's discarded vial.

"I… think… I think I know what this is…" Fishlegs muttered as he continued clicking through charts and graphs. His eyes scrolled by in a nystagmus, which happened whenever he was accessing his mental databases. Whatever information Mindlock was collecting, he was using it to calculate results, form deductions, and process the information as the supercomputer he was. Likely, he was research information inside his mind that was available even beyond the NMR spectroscopy's straightforward results. "But I don't… understand."

"Can you be less cryptic?"

Fishlegs glanced back at his roommate, and then returned to the screen. He fiddled with a few more menus, a few more charts on the computer, before remarking, "Based on my deductions, I believe we're looking at a core structure composed of seventeen carbon atoms with three cyclohexane rings and a cyclopeptane ring. Not quite delta 4 androstenedione… there's some _really_ weird features here that almost appear like carcinogens… if that makes _any_ sense… but by and large I say we're looking at some new variation of an anabolic steroid…? But not _quite_. This is something new. Very new. Nothing like it ever produced before! I think with the combination of the structures that I've seen from other organic hormones, this chemical in the vial we found works as some extreme, fast-rate, temporary growth stimulant, modifying the properties of muscles to grow them and transform the consumer into…"

He paused, choked, and said, "…into some sort of overgrown monster."

Hiccup had been preparing to make a sarcastic remark about Fishlegs not speaking English, but as soon as the last nervous sentence was uttered, his green eyes widened, and he rushed around to look Fishlegs right in the irises. "Whoa whoa whoa whoa, wait,_ what_? What did you just say? You're kidding, right?"

Mindlock choked. "I think it's a new chemical compound that can turn people into monsters. You know, make them grow stronger, bigger, all at once, for a short period of time."

Hiccup staggered away, mind whirling. He almost backed into the spectrometer himself, but managed not to stumble into the enormous white tube just in time. Memories fed through him of being attacked by an Outcast who had transformed into a beast very quickly, back when he first visited the gas station. "You're not wrong. Oh god. Oh god oh god. You're not wrong…"

* * *

><p>Hiccup and Fishlegs found themselves agitatedly pounding numbers into their cellphones a moment later. They sat in the student lounge on the couches, the Outcast's vial – now fully emptied of its liquid – resting on one of the small side tables, out of touch, but certainly neither out of sight nor out of mind. Again and again Hiccup and Fishlegs pressed the same "call" button on their phones, but to no avail. At last Mindlock threw his phone down onto the cushions in frustrated disgust. "It's no use," he said. "Cami's at the dance. Even if she has her cellphone on her, she isn't going to answer."<p>

Hiccup sighed, throwing himself against the back of his own chair. The cushions behind his back, though soft, did not seem comfortable in the midst of their plight. "And since we don't have tickets to Homecoming, we can't go into the gym to find her."

"We could just wait to tell her," Fishlegs pointed out, though he was biting his lip. The new information they had found unnerved him so much he had to squeal to someone or else risk exploding. Hiccup, for that matter, found a horrific stirring nervousness inside him, too. _What were the Outcasts doing with this? If turned a bunch of non-superheroes into muscles superhumans, they could essentially create an army…_

"Tell who what?"

A woman in a low-backed, tight, short dress swayed into the room. Hiccup gawked, mouth falling open unconsciously. Storm Fly's eyes matched her dress, and what a gorgeous dress it was. He'd never seen her wear her makeup so perfectly, either, and the way in which she moved…

He wasn't even aware of Mindlock groaning beside him. He could only stare at Storm Fly.

_Astrid. She isn't in a superhero costume. Her name is Astrid._

"Nothing," he said, though his words were dazed, as though under a spell. Fishlegs, at the same instant, squealed the same word, though with a lot more apprehension and tension.

"Wh-wh- what are you doing here?" Hiccup stammered.

"It's midnight. Dance is done," Astrid remarked, looking over both of them with bemusement. Hiccup realized, awkwardly, that while she was dressed in her best, he was in little more than a ratty t-shirt and boxers – his pajamas. He pulled himself inward in hopes to detract notice of this. "I'm going back to my room," she finished explaining. After a pause, she remarked somewhat suspiciously, "You two must have been up to… something else."

Fishlegs leaned toward Hiccup, and whispered, "We're not telling her, right?"

She put her hands on her hips. Apparently, Hiccup's companion had spoken too loudly. "Telling me _what_?"

The two boys exchanged glances. Hiccup's mind whirled, thinking back to all the times she had been angry at him… but also the time they had flown together to the top of the tallest skyscraper. She had decided to keep his secret then. The two might not have been on the best of terms, but she could keep another secret now.

"We're going to need her help," Hiccup at once decided. "We're going to need _all_ the sidekicks' help. What we just found out is going to change… everything."


	23. Chapter 14: Operation

The lounge had been designed for a subset of the student population, not a meeting chamber for the entire body of Berk's upcoming superheroes. Every small bit of space, every part of the room that was not even legitimate space, became filled with a mass of arms and legs and curious faces. Grouchy senior sidekicks, who worked far more within the city field than any classroom setting, patrolling and stopping criminals moreso than taking tests, lined up cheek and jowl with baby-faced middle schoolers, kids who had never once served one-on-one time beneath the supervision of a full-fledged hero. Social recluses dressed in fuzzy teddy bear pajamas rubbed elbows with well-dressed dance attendees. Flashy red dresses stood alongside tuxes, sweat pants, and boxer shorts, but each and every one of them held attention to a skinny young high schooler who paced and gesticulated wildly in the miniscule amount of stage space they could give him.

Hiccup had made his choice. He had never precisely followed regulations and classroom policy with vigor, often sneaking behind superhero supervision, yet at this point he was so riled up he couldn't care if Deputy Jorgenson found him rebelling now. Let Spitelout see! He couldn't care. The leadership of Berk's greatest superheroes had failed him; while they had successfully protected Berk from Outcasts in defensive maneuvers, they also had opted to ignore Hiccup, to turn him aside, and to refuse him answers.

So of course he would seek out his own answers. Of course he would take his own action.

"Mindlock and I just discovered the Outcasts have been making a dangerous growth hormone," he declared, loud enough for all the jostling bodies to easily hear. Somehow, he did not feel nervous; perhaps, because of his recent discovery, he was too focused on the safety of Berk to feel self-conscious. "I've seen it in action. Someone who drinks the chemical becomes larger, stronger – a monster."

"It can't make them scarier than they already are," scoffed someone from the front. Hiccup believed he could recognize the derisive jeer of his cousin. Of course. Snotlout. Someone who _would_ oppose him in any way, shape, or form possible.

"Outcasts with superpowers, no. Maybe not," Hiccup immediately disagreed. He hoped people would not listen to his cousin's words; the bully-like attitude of Snotlout would hopefully be marginally less appealing than the wimpy attitude of a non-powered toothpick. "But even if Outcasts themselves don't get scarier this way –" and Hiccup turned to look Snotlout right in the eye "– how much trouble are we in if even the non-super get the drug?"

Snotlout's blue eyes widened. Even he could comprehend what this meant.

One of the most skilled sidekicks stepped forward, a tall and lean brute called "Thuggory" for a reason. No one knew his true name, but Thuggory worked more than well enough. "If what you say is true," he said to Hiccup evenly, "we need to take this to administration now. Acting Chief of Security Jorgenson –"

"Acting Chief of Security Jorgenson wouldn't do _anything_." Hiccup paced, feet and thoughts restless. "I've tried getting help and answers from him before in this problem with the Outcasts. No. He's only lied to me. He seems to know where our chief is – but won't say a word. He seems to know the League of Outcasts is planning something huge – but won't prepare us for it. If we came to him with _this_ new information, do you really expect he'd make a difference?"

"My dad knows what he's doing."

"Your dad isn't helping _us_, Snotlout." Hiccup's eyes panned the room. He could hardly believe he commanded everyone's focus in the entire school. Raising his voice even more, he proclaimed, "We _have_ to keep this a secret – from _every_ superhero. If we want something done, it's the students and sidekicks who have to do it."

He was received with piercing silence.

No one even shuffled. It was like an Outcast had come in and paralyzed them all. No one could blink. No one could breathe.

They had _always_ relied on the upper echelons of Berk Superhero Headquarters to police and protect the cityscape. Some might have sneaked into prohibited places from time to time like Hiccup, others might have never betrayed the slightest of regulations, but none of them had truly _questioned_ the adequacy of their leadership system.

Not until this scrawny non-superpowered civilian entered their midst.

"_I'm_ with him," declared a confident, high-pitched voice. A ragtag bundle of bursting blonde hair marched up to Hiccup's waist. Camicazi, even dressed in her best for Homecoming, had been unable to completely conquer her beastly hair. She rotated around, planted her feet firmly before the crowd, placed her fists determinedly on her hips, and hooted out, "Hiccup's right. _We_ need to do something."

Two tiny sidekicks who had received little action stood before an entire uncertain crowd. Uneasiness began growing like a mold inside Hiccup's mind. _Crap. This isn't going to work. Two half-sized teenagers aren't even going to make an Outcast flinch._ The two of them knew that first hand.

They seemed so small and vulnerable before the crowd of students.

Mindlock inched forward nervously, but he seemed so anxious he could not even open his mouth.

_Oh look, two and a _half_ people. _So_ much better._

Hiccup squeezed his eyes shut, awaiting the crowd's dispersal. Maybe if he only heard it rather than saw it, he would feel less hurt by the inevitable.

But what he heard next wasn't the shuffling of feet. It was a frustrated growl and the stomping of someone moving _toward_ him. "You guys really going to just stand there?" a belligerent voice attacked. "Hiccup just told you that we might have an army of literal monsters coming to our doorstep. Maybe Superhero Headquarters knows what they're doing – but maybe they don't. Are you really such idiots to risk that? We can _do_ something to stop them. We know _we_ can. So are you in this? Because we aren't getting anything done if you just stand there."

Hiccup opened an eye.

The speaker was Storm Fly.

She was floating a foot off the ground, she was so upset. Cyclones whirled in her eyes. She gestured wildly, arms thrown about like twisters. And her words lashed out to the student population, "If we can do something to fight, if we can do something to make a difference, then we _should_. I didn't come here to train to be a superhero and not be a superhero. So I'm with Hiccup. He's acting more like a hero than any of you."

And she came to march right to Hiccup's shoulder, and with fiery passion place an arm on top of it.

"We three will stop the Outcasts by ourselves if we need to."

_Whoa there…_

"Is anyone else ready to put your training into practice?"

Now there were feet shuffling. Some students looked down at their open toed formal footwear with abashment. Gritting his teeth, Snotlout stood and shoved his way past several rows of students. He did not speak a word, yet he turned and crossed his arms with a stubbornness indicating he would hold with them. Perhaps he was doing this for Astrid, but it was a resolute enough gesture. Mindlock slipped behind them. Speedifist took his place. Typhoon joined her roommate. Push and Pull dragged themselves forward.

And suddenly, every student from every corner of the room had sided themselves with Hiccup.

* * *

><p>After much discussion of objectives and operations, the student body dispersed.<p>

They left off in clumps of twos and threes and fours and fives, wandering off back to their dorm hallways, all fervently whispering with one another. These conversations weren't the chatter of flirting youths discussing their cliquey night at the dance; these were the worried whispers of superheroes in training with goals in mind. Hiccup stood at a distance in the center of the lounge, one hand resting on the couch, and watched them trickle away.

_I can't believe that just happened._

"Hey," said a voice over his shoulder. He jumped. Hiccup rotated his neck, catching sight of Storm Fly, the surprising - and most unanticipated - hero of the evening.

"Uh, hey," he mumbled nervously. She was challenging enough to speak to on regular occasions, between her incredible giftedness and strong presence; what she wore now, that beautiful short blue strapless dress, made his face heat and mind jumble all the more. "Th-th-thanks. For the. You know." He rubbed his arm to give himself something to do. "The speech."

"Oh, you're welcome."

"I, um, wasn't – wasn't expecting it."

"And why is that?" She raised a pair of self-assured but curious eyebrows.

"Do I really have to explain that?" he winced. "You don't think I'm running off irresponsibly, um, going to hurt people going into what – ah – I'm not prepared for?"

Her gaze toward him was cool, but perhaps more open than it had been in the past. "You might not be _entirely_ unprepared," she said at last, and began to turn around. One last thought came to her as she waltzed away, so she called to Hiccup over her shoulder, half-joking, half-serious in manner, "Besides! You've got me!"

Only at this point did Hiccup realize his roommate stood a little distance away and had been watching the whole exchange. Grumbling, Hiccup shot Fishlegs a glance and protested, "Hey. What are you looking at?"

"I'm not sure that she likes you," said Mindlock, "I'm not even sure if she doesn't hate you. But I think you've just earned a little bit of her respect."

* * *

><p>The students immediately put forth half a dozen plans in motion. For the moment, they crept beneath the eyes of their supervisors, careful their tutors caught no evidence of their undercover activities. The sidekicks could be more effective if they received no constraints from their superheroes, which required at least the cover of full obedience and cooperation. But older, more experienced sidekicks who worked more in the city than they did class – people like Tantrum and Thuggory – slipped off to their own private investigations, while other younger peers sneaked around best they could to glean information from the inside of Berk Superhero Headquarters.<p>

Thuggory managed to travel all the way to Skullion City unnoticed to try to seek out more vials of the Outcast growth hormone. He arrived back with no luck there, but gleaned clues from the abandoned liquor store outpost of the current whereabouts of the villain league. They appeared to have fled further north. He reported this to Hiccup, not once questioning the younger youth's adlibbed position of authority, and then turned about to a new personal investigation.

Hiccup charged into his own long-term project, refining his suit. After so much effort, experimenting, and tweaking, the work was finally coming together. _Actually_ coming together. Mindlock whistled in admiration the first time Hiccup wore his revamped design, which made him almost appear a mecha robot in full head-to-toe body armor, from the sleek metal boots which had four cylindrical thrusters attached on pivots alongside his thighs, pointing downward; to the integration of the extra power cells into the outer calf portions of the suit, rather than just attaching awkwardly at the sides post hoc; to the smoothed chestplate armor, containing his main plasma power source straight and center; to the nicely-jointed vambraces, also containing pivotal rockets, as well as a weapon along the left arm; jointed metal gloves rather than the poor excuses of leather he had used before; and a helmet that actually looked sleek rather than a clunky conglomeration of multiple headsets and sensors. The mechanics of the flight suit done, he could now work on aesthetics: Hiccup spray painted the majority of the suit gleaming black, but with silver and red highlights, the most prominent being a symbol of his own design on the chest around the plasma motor power core… a painting of something that looked a bit like the front face of an open-jawed dragon. As an afterthought, he also added metal spikes throughout the suit, running up from the back of his head, down his spine, and in straight single rows along the tops of his arms.

"You know, we all choose superhero names," pointed out Thuggory when he noticed Hiccup wearing the completed suit. "Aliases rather than birth names. I call myself Thuggory; Ruffnut and Tuffnut call themselves Push and Pull; Astrid calls herself Storm Fly; Camicazi is Burglar. I haven't heard from you… ever thought about what your name is going to be?"

"Still thinking about it," said Hiccup. Thuggory nodded and began pulling away. "But…" Thuggory paused. "I was thinking about maybe – 'Night Fury.' I mean, it doesn't really have anything to do with what I can do, or what I…"

"Night Fury, eh?" said Thuggory with one succinct, approving nod. "I like it."

Storm Fly entered her own ambitious work: training the other, less-experienced students in extra combat skills. Hoards of students rushed to become a part of her team, and even Hiccup tried a few of her lessons… only to groan at sore muscles he didn't even know he had the following morning. She was _strict_, and she was harsh… but she was good.

Hiccup in his spare time also collected a roster of the students – taken from Berk's computers – and organized students based upon their experiences and superpowers. Everyone had something unique to offer, a ridiculous conglomeration of anything possible and anything potentially helpful. Ruffnut and Tuffnut, "Push and Pull," two poles of a powerful human magnet. Astrid Hofferson, "Storm Fly," thunderstorm conjurer. Snotlout, "Nightmare," fire channeler. Adelaide Jorgenson, "Firewyrm," explosion starter. Gustav Larson, "Fanghook," energy vampire. Speedifist, "Velocity," superspeed runner. Camicazi, "Burglar," wall scaler. Douglas Delancy, "Fogbreath," smoke machine. Cassius "Clueless," memory wiper. "Typhoon," water channeler. "Thuggory," fast efficient punch strikes. Anything – anything at all – appeared on the rosters.

Mindlock, meanwhile, paired with a mischievous middle schooler named "Crypto" to hack all the secure files of Berk Superhero Headquarters. Hiccup would have contributed his own expertise to the project, but Crypto's superpower – _literally_ the ability to hack into databases and decrypt messages – far exceeded anything Hiccup himself could have done. The energetic boy charged in and out of data files with frightful ease, and could immediately understand and read any message that had been intentionally sent in obscure code.

After Thuggory left Hiccup's dorm room – now quite the high traffic area for students – Crypto darted in with glowing eyes. Fishlegs trailed behind.

"We got it we got it we got it we got it oh hell yeah we got it!" Crypto screamed, dancing around the room hooting in great, unrestrained energy. His jig overtook the entire space, almost whacking Mindlock into one of the high schooler's own video game posters.

"You got into the main system?" Hiccup asked, jumping up. Thuggory's mission might have pinpointed the general location the Outcasts situated their base, but Berk Superhero Headquarters' encrypted files might have even firmer leads which they could pursue.

Standing straight and proudly, Crypto declared, "Top security. The hushy-hushy stuff."

Then Hiccup noticed how pale Fishlegs' face was.

"What is it?"

"We found everything we needed," blabbed Crypto with unrestrained exuberance, rattling off information in a hyperactively-paced voice. "The location of the main Outcast base down to its exact coordinates, an explanation of their defenses, profiles of everyone's known abilities and activities, I mean dude, dude, dude, we have it all!"

"Fishlegs, what _is_ it?"

"We… we have a _lot_ to talk about. Your…" his voice trailed off.

Crypto, still unreservedly exuberant, not at all picking up on the solemn mood of the older teens, screamed out, "Heck man yeah! You're not gonna believe _half_ of this!"

* * *

><p>Crypto was correct, as it turned out. If Hiccup had not seen the data onscreen with his own eyes, decrypted and readable to the regular reader, he would have sworn that Berk Superhero Headquarters had no access to half this information. Half of half of this information. An eighth of it.<p>

At first the data appeared a bit unsurprising. The expected sort of data the organization would store. First Crypto accessed profiles of all the members of the League of Outcasts, everything they knew about everyone. Some of this information Hiccup already had seen. Lower clearance security codes – which he _had_, admittedly, hacked in the past – allowed access to the profiles. He skimmed his eye over this anyway, reading rapidly through some of the data.

**Name:** Derek Dagur Oswald  
><strong>Alias:<strong> Dagger  
><strong>Birth date:<strong> October 31, 1997 (Age: 17)  
><strong>Height:<strong> 5' 10"  
><strong>Weight:<strong> 159 lb  
><strong>Powers:<strong> Ability absorption and mimicry  
><strong>Location:<strong> Berserker City

When Hiccup reached the section titled "Biography," he quickly switched to the next profile. He could always read biographies later, after all, but would rather simply skim the information now.

**Name:** Eleanor Brenice Hamill  
><strong>Alias:<strong> Excellinor  
><strong>Powers:<strong> Witchcraft

And the next.

**Name:** Ryker Grimborn  
><strong>Alias:<strong> Striker  
><strong>Powers:<strong> Super strength, approx. 12 times average human male capacity

And the next.

**Name:** Viggo Grimborn  
><strong>Alias:<strong> Talon  
><strong>Powers:<strong> Unknown

And the next. Alvin the Treacherous, "Cyborg." And more and more. Savage. Dragonstoker. Gumboil. Phatasm. Vorg. It would have taken Hiccup eternity to read them all, to research all this research, to learn everything about each member of the League of Outcasts. Only a computer mind like Mindlock's would be able to recall a tiny portion of this information. There was just so _much_.

Nevertheless, as far as novelty was concerned, Hiccup had seen it all before. "Um, impressive?" he said, though he was uncertain if these mere profiles were what excited Crypto.

"No, no, look closer," insisted Fishlegs. Slightly away from Hiccup he pulled the tablet screen to better point at something. He seemed to be singling out a single word.

"Location…" Hiccup paused. "Wait."

"Go through all the profiles," Fishlegs quietly intoned. Crypto was cackling manically in the background.

Rapidly Hiccup clicked through, shuffling anew through the same material. _Norbert the Nutjob. Location: Kelbe. Gumboil: Serpent's Lair. Dagger: Berserker City. Mastodon: Serpent's Lair. UG: Serpent's Lair. Bloodfist: Volos. Talon Grimborn: Serpent's Lair. Striker: Serpents Lair. Cyborg: Serpent's Lair. Granite Fist: Kelbe. Knives: Kelbe. Rage: Serpent's Lair._

"They're… they're almost all in this one place. This place called 'Serpent's Lair'."

"Eeeeeeeeeeee_xactly_!" Fishlegs swung an arm across his body victoriously. "Now look here. Crypto?"

"One sec."

A completely new screen arose for Hiccup to view. Quickly Crypto clicked through the information, through write-ups and blueprints and maps and many various summary reports.

"It's…"

"Serpent's Lair. _Everything_ about the Outcast base, down to the number of toilet paper rolls they use on the fourth floor."

"You mean…"

Mindlock nodded gravely. "We know _exactly_ what they are."

"Then why haven't we attacked…?"

Now both Mindlock and Crypto appeared uncomfortable. They hesitated to speak.

With a frown, Hiccup demanded, "What?"

And then again, "What?"

"It's all new information. Look at the date of the reports," Fishlegs murmured. "And… look… at who wrote them."

Hiccup squinted.

His mouth gaped.

Then Hiccup swore as he rarely ever did. But in the shock of the moment, the words exploded right out of his mouth without prompt. "What the – what the – what the _fuck_!"

Three days ago – just _three_ days ago – Acting Chief of Security Spitelout Jorgenson had received a report about Serpent's Lair from… Stoick "Skullcrusher" Haddock.


	24. Chapter 14: Operation (continued)

"You've _got_ to be kidding me," Hiccup breathed, though he knew none of this could be a joke. What Crypto had pulled up could be nothing but the real deal, the authentic reports and covert operations of Berk Superhero Headquarters. "My dad's been out on a secret mission for two months in the _middle_ of the Outcast's main base."

"Yyyyep," said Fishlegs.

Hiccup's mind whirled, eyes darting everywhere. He could not concentrate at the amount of information marauding him. So many thoughts, rushing, rushing, rushing, darting about, zooming, flitting about one to the next. Emotions. Snapping, shock, pain, fear, relief, worry, stress, amazement, thankfulness, bitterness, dread. He could barely understand what was going on in the midst of… everything. Reactions crashed down on him, and Hiccup found himself overwhelmed and nonfunctional.

"God, I'm sorry guys," he said, putting a hand to his face. "Could I… have some…"

Mindlock comprehended the pragmatics behind Hiccup's stammer and nodded understandingly. "Yeah. Come on." When Crypto continued dancing in the middle of the room, he enunciated, "Come _on_," more firmly, and ushered the younger youth out of the room so that Hiccup could handle the news by himself.

When the door was firmly shut, Hiccup at once grabbed his pillow, pressed it firmly to his mouth, and emitted out a scream. Even with the pillow muffling his voice, pent-up frustration and agony still shook the room.

_For _two months_ I've been trying to find my dad. I've left Berk twice against school authorities. I've been attacked by Outcasts twice. I've nearly died searching for clues. Camicazi got into grave danger, too. I've constructed an entire super suit for the purpose of being able to handle my own against the Outcasts. And this – _THIS_ – is what was actually going on?_

_Dad… never needed me after all._

Hiccup stared, dazed, down at his pillow. The world was fuzzing. The small peach things below him might have been his hands. Hard to say.

_I did all this for nothing._

He clenched his fists.

_Nothing._

Despair. And while Hiccup had never been much of a violent individual – hard to be when he was so small and void of superpowers – this time he could not help but slug the center of his pillow, hard as he could, with his fist balled so tightly that his fingers tingled and his entire hand shook.

_No wonder Uncle Spitelout was so disproving. I was running off on a mission I had no reason to stick my nose into. Because he knew _all along_ where my dad actually was._

_I… can't believe it._ But it was starting to sink into him, along with every negative emotion. _I understand the need for secret operations, but couldn't they have given me SOME hint? Couldn't I have at least been told my dad was safe before I charged off doing... everything? All of it, all of it... __was ALL for NOTHING._

Silence. Not even verbal thoughts ran through his mind. Only numbed emotions.

And then he realize. _No. _

_No, it wasn't for nothing._

He looked up to the door, thinking about his firming friendship with Fishlegs and Camicazi. Working on their operations to search for the Chief of Security on Berk had brought them together under a common purpose and adventure. That was worth something.

And the super suit. Hiccup was starting to receive attention for his personalized invention. He remembered the game of keepaway he had played with Ruffnut, Tuffnut, Speedifist, Astrid, Snotlout, Clueless, Typhoon, and several of the other students in his grade. The game had ended with him _winning_ the first match, and everyone crowding around him asking for details on the suit. Speedifist, gifted with super speed, marveled how Hiccup could launch himself forward with nearly the same speed as his peer could run. Even Snotlout, Hiccup's ever-bragging, bullying cousin, found Hiccup's ever-improving firearms interesting, even if he could not comprehend the physics behind it. Now that the suit was more or less complete – complete enough for him to be contented now – Hiccup could finally recognize and appreciate what he had constructed.

It was a lightweight armor, essentially, constructed with a core power at his chest and several other auxiliary powers along his limbs. It contained multiple weapons along the arms and technologies in the helmet. His boots allowed him to launch forward and shoot through the skies. With this suit he could be protected from attacks, launch offensives of his own, _fly_, communicate with others, and more.

_It was a mad rush to get it working before I went to Skullion City,_ Hiccup thought to himself, _but in the last month of downtime, I've had the time to tweak and improve it into something pretty cool._ That was worth something.

Trailing on in those same thoughts, he had begun gaining the respect of the other youths now. The game of keepaway had only been the beginning. Hiccup had highly doubted that anyone would follow him on the wild quest to prepare themselves against the Outcast's growth hormone. Yet now everyone in the student body participated in his plan. Likely, the students only listened to him because more popular and respected students like Thuggory and Astrid weighed in their support to him on a _very_ dangerous special case - Hiccup would hardly call himself popular or well-liked, even in the midst of this sudden project into which he had flung himself. Still, Crypto had seemed more than happy to run straight to _him_ first, rather than Thuggory… and Thuggory himself seemed to be rather respectful of Hiccup's plan of action. He at least contained enough student respect to garner their support for this.

Though Hiccup still contained doubts about how the other students saw him – _I'm still no good superhero, after all, not even a good superhero sidekick_ – situations had been steadily improving. That was worth something, too.

_And if I hadn't gone to Skullion City and the gas station, I never would have learned about the Outcast's plan in the first place! I never would have learned that my dad is alive. Not necessarily safe, but alive and able to take care of himself._

It wasn't for nothing. It might not have been what Hiccup had expected, but it wasn't for nothing.

Emotions still intensely plagued him. But they were becoming manageable. Hiccup spent a long period more, breathing in and out to calm himself, before he finally stood and left the room. There was still some time in the day to get more things done.

Nevertheless, the world still felt as though it were muffled, in a lull, as he drifted through the student hallways. A few students nodded to him as he passed, and he awkwardly tried to wave and smile in return. He probably looked as though he were cringing and raising his arm in defense rather than returning friendly gestures. Yet at this point in time, he could not spare the energy to feel embarrassed. His mind continued to mull over recent news, recent evidence.

He almost ran straight into Astrid as a result.

"Oh! Ah ah ah ah ah sorry!" he stammered, backing away hurriedly from Storm Fly, freckled face quickly heating up. He could feel himself blushing.

The blonde herself staggered back a step in shock before pulling herself upright and pretending she had never been startled. "Hiccup!" she said a little too loudly, and then corrected herself. Instinctively she pulled a hand up and ran it through her bangs, pulling them a little to the side toward her ear. The hair fell right down again into her eye.

Yet though neither of them quite knew what to say, both of them stood there, not moving, not passing forward. They remained face-to-face.

"Sooo… um." Something came into Hiccup's mind. "I guess I never thanked you for your support the other day."

"Uh?"

"For the… the, um, when I um… talked to everyone about the Outcasts and… yeah."

"Oh right. Right. You're welcome." She looked down, then at him sideways from the corner of her eye. "You know Hiccup," she said, a little more constituted. "It was the right thing to do."

"Was it?" Hiccup asked. "I thought you were all angry with me for running off and doing things I can't do because I'm no superhero."

Astrid's blue eyes twinged into something unexpected. Guilt. _I've never seen her like this. _"We all have to start somewhere," she said. "There was a time when I screwed up my superpowers more than helped people. Half the time, when I started a localized rainstorm in the city, I messed things up more for Berk's superheroes than I did for our enemies. It took a while for the school to decide I was ready to fight in the raids as a regular sidekick to Flashburn… most of the time, I was just stuck doing exercises in P.E. during the day and hoping someday I wouldn't be a disappointment."

Hiccup did not know what to say.

"I'm… sorry that I treated you as I did." She awkwardly grabbed one of her arms in the other right above the elbow. She swung her loose arm at her side around awkwardly. "I put in a lot of work to get where I am now, and I did it by following the school's code. You've been breaking regulations even before you entered class here. I mean… you've disobeyed the school a _lot_. And as I told you before, it's dangerous."

"Yeah. I realize that now," Hiccup mumbled self-consciously and deflatedly. "You were right. It was really irresponsible and it could have killed people. I've resolved to be more careful now."

"That's good to hear." It seemed like there were something that Astrid avoided saying, something personal, something that hit at her heart and pained her deeply. Yet she did not speak that. Her mouth opened, shut, and then opened again to utter a different train of thought. "Being careful is good. But I was wrong, too. You were just trying to be a superhero the best you could. I shouldn't have been so angry at you."

"I guess we both made mistakes."

"Yeah."

They avoided eye contact with one another, green irises straying down the hallway, blue irises staring down at their feet.

"Let bygones be bygones?" Astrid asked.

With a small smile, Hiccup said, "They're gone."

She reciprocated. It was hesitant, but it was still there. A small smile. "You know, Hiccup," she said. "You actually _do_ have the potential to be a good superhero."

This time he gawked.

"People are listening to you all of a sudden."

"Only because you –"

"Because _you_," she insisted. Her next words were emphatic, sincere, perhaps even a bit passionate. Storm Fly meant what she spoke. "Like, out of nowhere, you're suddenly a _thing_ at this school. A good thing. You've got passion. You've got direction. You've got plans. You've got actions. You've got that really cool suit."

"I thought you called it 'stupid junk'."

"Well, it _did_ look like stupid junk at first." She smirked. There might have been a bit of a twinkle in her pupils beneath the bangs. "No offense. But I saw you testing it the other day, and it looks really cool now. You look like some red and black iron man flying through the sky."

"I'll never be as graceful as you." Then, realizing at once how his words had come out, and the implications of those words, Hiccup's face exploded into a painful blush.

Astrid could not have missed the blush, yet she pretended as though it did not occur. It was not very good acting, though; her response might have been a little off-kilter. "Don't you forget it," she boasted. Then, backing away a little, she said, "I need to get going. Typhoon, Meghan, Madeline, and I were planning on getting a group project done this afternoon. Talk to you later?"

"Yeah, yeah. Sure."

Hiccup watched, astonished, as Astrid turned around and trotted off.

_Things have really changed since I first came here… haven't they..._

_Especially today. Today's been crazy. _He shook his head. There was more than enough for his mind to process.


End file.
